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Nos fantaisies d’interprétation laissent intacts les textes eux-mêmes, qui survivent à nos commentaires1 
  
At the beginning of my researches around The House of Fame, I stumbled across two 
books with the same title: The Sense of an Ending. The first one was a novel by Julian Barnes.2 
I started reading it. It was an interesting story but I soon realized that it would not be useful for 
my purpose. So, I picked up the second book, written by Frank Kermode in 1967.3 It was a 
study about the endings in twentieth-century novels. And it changed my point of view on my 
research. Before reading it, I had no clear idea of what I wanted to focus on because the ending 
of The House of Fame is quite a tricky matter, and Kermode’s theory helped me to understand 
what my real interest was. So I started thinking of the ways in which Kermode’s theory could 
fit a poem written around 1380 and I found many interesting hints. 
 Many months later, I was presented with a doctoral thesis written by Professor Stefania 
D’Ottavi, entitled “Poetica della Riflessività: La Mise en Abyme nei Poemi Onirici di 
Chaucer”.4 Even if it did not concern my research directly, I found an interesting point that I 
had not considered before. Professor D’Ottavi writes: 
 
In primo luogo, occorre stabilire se sia possibile e corretto, dal punto di vista teorico, far 
uso di un concetto moderno come quello di mise en abyme per un testo mediovale [sic].5 
 
I started thinking that my first approach to The House of Fame was wrong or, at least, shallow. 
Indeed, Kermode states: 
 
But of course temporal realism, and also the high organization of the tick-tock interval, belong 
                                                 
1 Yourcenar, Marguerite, Mémoires d’Hadrien; suivi des Carnets de notes des "Mémoires d'Hadrien", Paris: 
Éditions Gallimard, 1974, p. 332. 
2 Barnes, Julian, The Sense of an Ending, London: Vintage Books, 2012. 
3 Kermode, Frank, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, New York: Oxford University Press, 
1967. 
4 D’Ottavi, Stefania, “Poetica della Riflessività: La Mise en Abyme nei Poemi Onirici di Chaucer”, tesi di dottorato, 
Università di Roma “La Sapienza”, 1986. 
5 “First of all, it is important to determine if it is possible and right, from a theoretical point of view, to use a 
modern concept, as mise en abyme is, to analyse a medieval text”. D’Ottavi, p. 4. 
 6 
to the modern novel, not to Homer or Greek romance or Elizabethan drama before 
Shakespeare. The history of the novel shows an increasing attention to such organization, and 
to the balance of regressive pleasure and the sense of reality. […] the novel has to modify the 
paradigms – organize extensive middles in concordance with remote origins and predictable 
ends – in such a way as to preserve its difference from dreaming or other fantasy 
gratification.6 
 
According to Kermode, the concept of tick-tock cannot be used to describe poetry before 
Shakespeare, but I did it with The House of Fame. It is true that novels must be different from 
dreams and Chaucer’s poem is a dream; so it would not need a conclusion in concordance with 
the beginning and the middle. However, before being a dream, the poem is the retelling of a 
dream, and consequently, fictive. And, being a fiction, it must work as other fictions work. An 
objection can be raised: dreams can avoid consonance because they are not real. But, I also 
think that we must read The House of Fame among the other dream poems by Chaucer. Both 
the Book of the Duchess and in The Parliament of Fowls have endings in concordance with the 
whole the poem. I would better understand the unfinished ending of The House of Fame if it 
had been written before the Book of the Duchess or after The Parliament of Fowls as an attempt 
of a new form of poetry, but the majority of scholars agrees that it was written between the two. 
So I do not think that Chaucer wanted to change the tradition in such a deep way. 
 Unfortunately, this statement only complicated my work. However, there were some 
other points of Kermode’s and D’Ottavi’s theories that could help me.  First of all, D’Ottavi 
uses Gide’s theory of the mise en abyme to describe Chaucer’s poems and she states that it is 
possible because, even if the expression was not used in the Middle Ages, except for heraldry, 
there were many examples in Chaucer’s works. Moreover, she suggests that, if the theory could 
underline a problem and find its solution, it could be used to analyse the dream poems. And this 
was exactly what had happened when I had started looking at The House of Fame using 
Kermode’s theory. Second, despite what he had told previously, Kermode himself used his 
theory to describe a Renaissance work, Spenser’s Fairy Queen, which is neither a novel nor a 
                                                 
6 Kermode, pp. 55-56. 
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twentieth-century work.7 These facts persuaded me that the way I had chosen was right. 
 Of course, I could not compare Sartre’s and Musil’s novels to The House of Fame, but 
I could use Kermode’s theory as Professor D’Ottavi had done with Gide’s. Even if Chaucer did 
not know some terms that Kermode used, for example kairos and chronos (I will explain all 
these terms in the fourth chapter), Kermode’s idea could be used to describe the last lines of 
Chaucer’s most enigmatic poem. Endings are indeed part of every story, of every fiction that 
writers have ever created. We cannot create something endless, basically because our lives are 
nor endless. In fictions, men try to imitate their lives and to refine them adding peripeteia and 
adventures. 
 Moreover, Kermode started his discussion using a book that Chaucer knew for sure, the 
Bible. The last book of the Bible, the Revelation, tells the end of the world, as it was shown to 
St. John. Being the last book about the Last Days, Revelation concludes the Bible and no other 
book was ever added after it. According to Kermode, it is the tock that closes the history begun 
with the tick of Genesis. And, in this way, the Bible was considered a great model of history 
that other fictions had to imitate. 
 For these reasons, I think that it is possible to use Kermode’s theory to analyse The 
House of Fame. And I expressed it also in the title. Tick-tock is the sound we perceive when we 
listen to the ticking of a clock. This is the image that I chose to describe my work, in which I 
tried to find the tock of The House of Fame. I start from the status quaestionis and I describe 
the remaining manuscripts and the first printed editions that formed the canon of The House of 
Fame. Then, I present some theories that scholars have put forward concerning The House of 
Fame. In the third chapter, I focus on the form of the ending, looking for clues of a possible 
conclusion, at least in its form. The last chapter is dedicated to the presentation of Kermode’s 
theory and its application to The House of Fame. 
 
                                                 

































Borrowing Alastair Minnis’ words, Geoffrey Chaucer’s House of Fame1 is the “most 
bookish of Chaucer’s books”.2 This because it seems Chaucer used all he had read to write this 
long dream poem, hiding his readings in the narration of a vision. Indeed, readers may recognize 
many references to Latin, Italian and French authorities that create a sort of anthology of 
Chaucer’s own bookcase. Based on these various sources, the poem has a huge number of 
themes: even if it is stated that it should tell “of Loves folk moo tydynges” (House of Fame, 
line 675), The House of Fame talks about philosophy, poetry, the meaning of literature, dreams 
and, most of all, fame. However, all this material lacks a clear organisation, which would have 
given the entire poem sense and coherence. The reader cannot be satisfied by the poem because 
it has no ending. The House of Fame, as it has been handed down, is interrupted abruptly at line 
2158 and this leaves the reader frustrated and without whole comprehension of its final 
meaning. 
The discussion around this poem has involved many scholars in comprehending what 
the real focus was and what Chaucer really meant to say with it. Probably, a unique solution is 
not possible because of the incompleteness of the poem. Nevertheless, before getting to the end 
we should start from the beginning to analyse the plot and the sources of the poem. 
 
1.2. The dating of The House of Fame 
As already said, the poem is written in the form of a long vision and was probably 
composed between 1379 and 1380, after the Book of the Duchess (1369-1372) and before the 
                                                 
1 Benson, Larry D., ed., The Riverside Chaucer, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987. References to The House 
of Fame are to this edition. 
2 A. J. Minnis, Oxford Guides to Chaucer: The Shorter Poems, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995, p. 183 
quoted in Lynch, Kathryn L., ed., Dream Visions and Other Poems, New York: Norton, 2007, p. 39. 
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Parliament of Fowls (1380-1382)3, a period in which Chaucer was experimenting with the 
French genre of love vision.4 To set a date for The House of Fame is not simple because Chaucer 
left no precise annotation. The starting point is the dating of the Book of the Duchess, a much 
easier task because it is an occasional poem. It was written after the death of Blanche, Duchess 
of Lancaster, wife of John of Gaunt who probably asked Chaucer to compose a commemorative 
poem on the anniversary of her death.5 Usually, The House of Fame is placed after the Book of 
the Duchess because both poems share the same metre, four-stress couplets, that Chaucer never 
used again in his poetry. Robinson lists many other reasons to place The House of Fame after 
the Book of the Duchess. First, he points out the presence of Dante “who would very naturally 
have been the first Italian author to engage his [Chaucer] attention” and, consequently, the 
influence of Italian poetry, less evident in the previous poem. Secondly, the fact that, even if 
Chaucer follows the scheme of love visions, he does it in a freer way, changing the conventions. 
Finally, Chaucer himself, in the poem, refers to his daily ‘reckonings’, thus helping the reader 
collocate the composition between 1374 and 1385 when he was working as a controller of 
customs.6 
 The majority of scholars agrees with Benson and Robinson on the date of composition 
even if there is no clear evidence. The only sure date is that indicated by the dreamer at the 
beginning of the poem, 10 December, a day that seems to have no real connection with 
Chaucer’s life and that is associated with no festivity. Havely proposes that maybe the poem 
was written in an undefined period and that “it may be more helpful to envisage texts like Boece, 
HF, the Parliament and Troilus growing up together during the troubled and energizing years 
of the early 1380s”.7 Of course, if we accept this explanation we have to face the possibility 
                                                 
3 Benson, pp. 977-978. 
4 It is useful to remember the translation of the Roman de la Rose Chaucer probably wrote before the major poems. 
For the dating of The Romaunt of the Rose see: Benson, p. XXV. 
5 Benson, p.329. 
6 Robinson, F. N., ed., The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, London: Oxford University Press, 1966, p. 280. 
7 Havely, Nick, ed., Geoffrey Chaucer: The House of Fame, Durham: Institute of Medieval and Early Modern 
Studies, 2013, p. 12. 
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that Chaucer deliberately decided not to finish the poem or that he finished it and the conclusion 
was lost. 
 
1.3. The text 
The poem has a tripartite structure and each part is divided into a prologue and a 
‘dream’. Moreover, every prologue starts with an Invocation to a different divinity: Morpheus, 
ancient Greek god of sleep and dreams; Venus and Thought; and, finally, Apollo, god of the sun 
but also of poetry who lives on Mount Parnassus with the Muses. 
The dreamer finds himself in a “temple ymad of glas”8, the temple of Venus; and on a 
wall there are paintings that tell of the destruction of Troy, the fleet of Aeneas, the travel of 
Aeneas to the underworld, his arrival to Italy, his victory on Turnus and the final establishment 
of a new reign in the peninsula. However, most of all the narration focuses on Dido’s doomed 
love for the Trojan hero and it is quite evident that the narrator stands with Dido and excuses 
Aeneas only because his enterprise was led by the gods. After leaving the temple, the dreamer 
discovers he is in the middle of a desert where no one can be seen. He only sees a gigantic and 
golden eagle that descends on him and brings him to the Hous9 of Fame. While they are flying, 
the eagle speaks to the dreamer “in mannes vois”10 and calls him “Geffrey”11 identifying in this 
way the protagonist with the author. They have a philosophical discussion upon love (here the 
eagle says that he will hear “of Loves folk moo tydynges”, line 675), dreams (Geffrey mentions 
other mythological and biblical dreames such as Enoch, Elijah, Romulus and Ganymede12) and 
about Fame itself and her palace where all sounds, whispers, words arrive. 
At the end of Book II, the eagle leaves the dreamer Chaucer at the foot of a huge 
mountain made of ice, at the top of which he finally gets to the Hous of Fame where he sees 
                                                 
8 Benson, p. 349. 
9 I will use the spelling “Hous” only with reference to the two palaces in the poem. 
10 Benson, p. 355 
11 I will use the spelling “Geffrey” to refer to the character while I will use “Geoffrey” to refer to the poet. 
12 “I neyther am Ennok, ne Elye, / Ne Romulus, ne Ganymede”, lines 588-589. 
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Lady Fame herself. Many men stand at the presence of Lady Fame asking for Fortune, craving 
the benevolence of this powerful monster. It seems the perfect ending for the poem: Geffrey 
can see Fame and he can learn love stories as the eagle had told him. However, usually dreams 
have no perfect endings at all and Geffrey is brought to another palace, the labyrinthine Hous 
of Rumor where many voices and whispers resound and spread all over the world. It is the other 
face of Fame as the Romans had already recognized using the same word, ‘fama’, to refer to 
both ‘renown’ and ‘rumour’.13 Here the poem, and Geffrey with it, seems to lose itself into the 
chaos of this second palace, unable to find its way back to order and to a conclusion. Suddenly, 
a man of 'gret auctorite' appears (line 2158). Chaucer knows not his name but he seems to be 
welcomed as a saviour, a man who, thanks to his authority, can solve the situation. 
Unfortunately, the poem stops without answers and without the canonical ending of the dream 
poems: the awakening of the dreamer and, possibly, an explanation of what he has dreamt. 
Unfortunately, the first documented sources of The House of Fame (three manuscripts 
and two printed versions) do not help us to solve the indeterminate ending of the poem; on 
contrary, they pose more causes for reflection. 
 
1.4. The manuscripts 
Three fifteenth-century manuscripts of The House of Fame are extant: Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, MS Fairfax 16 (folios 154v–183v); Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 638 (folios 
141v–193v); and Cambridge, Magdalene College, MS Pepys 2006 (pp. 91–114).14 
Fairfax 16 is the earliest (it was probably compiled before 1450) and it is considered the 
most beautiful among the remaining manuscripts. The Fairfax version of The House of Fame 
                                                 
13 Lynch, Kathryn L., ed., Dream Visions and Other Poems, New York: Norton, 2007, p. 42. 
14 For the information in this section see: Havely, pp. 1-9. See also 
http://www.medievalscribes.com/index.php?navtype=authors&navauthor=Chaucer,%20Hoccleve%20and%20Ly
dgate&browse=manuscripts&id=43 (accessed 17 March 2016); 
http://www.medievalscribes.com/index.php?navtype=manuscripts&navlocation=Oxford&browse=manuscripts&
navlibrary=Bodleian+Library&id=35&nav=off (accessed 17 March 2016). 
http://www.medievalscribes.com/index.php?navtype=manuscripts&navlocation=Cambridge&browse=manuscrip
ts&navlibrary=Magdalene+College&id=4&nav=off (accessed 17 March 2016). 
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ends at line 2158, with the appearance of the ‘man of gret auctorite’. Bodley 638 was composed 
later than Fairfax, probably towards the end of the fifteenth century. It reaches the same ending 
as Fairfax and, according to Eleanor Prescott Hammond, the two manuscripts may have had the 
same source text, now lost.15 Unlike Fairfax, which is written on parchment, Bodley is written 
on paper and in a smaller format. Pepys 2006, as well, was presumably composed in the second 
half of the fifteenth century and it ends at line 2094, though it is not certain it ended at this point 
originally since the last two pages of the manuscript have been torn. Besides the ending, there 
are also differences in the number of lines and in spelling between the manuscripts, probably 
due to the fact that Pepys has another source text, lost too, different from Fairfax and Bodley.16 
It is also likely that the first printed edition (see next section) used the same source text as 
Pepys. However, all the manuscripts contain also The Parliament of Fowls and The Legend of 
Good Women, also by Chaucer, and Temple of Glas by Lydgate, while only in Fairfax and 
Bodley can we read The Book of the Duchess too. 
Together with the manuscripts, two printed editions entered the canon: William 
Caxton’s edition of 1483 and William Thynne’s of 1532.17 Even if there are many differences 
between the surviving texts, they all have one characteristic in common: the poem stops without 
an ending. However, Caxton tried to solve this problem and found a very peculiar solution. 
 
1.5. The first printed editions 
1.5.1. William Caxton 
Probably around 1476, William Caxton opened the first print shop in England, 
specifically in London.18 We know very little about the first English printer: we are not sure of 
                                                 
15 Hammond, Eleanor P., “MS: Pepys 2006 – A Chaucerian Codex”, Modern Language Notes, 7 (1904), pp. 196-
198 and Hammond, Eleanor P., “On the editing of Chaucer’s Minor Poems”, Modern Language Notes, 23 (1908), 
pp. 20-21. 
16 Hammond 1994, p. 197. 
17 For the dating of Thynne’s edition see: Walker, Greg, Writing Under Tyranny, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005. Walker suggests that the edition was finished in the late summer of 1532, p. 439. 
18 Boyd, Beverly, “William Caxton”, in Ruggiers, Paul G. ed., Editing Chaucer: the great tradition, Norman: 
Pilgrim Books, 1984, p. 15. 
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when (maybe around 1420) 19 and where (probably on the Weald of Kent) he was born but 
scholars are convinced he received an education as a mercer in London and he travelled in 
Europe, especially in Flanders, as a merchant.20 Probably between 1471 and 1476, he was in 
Cologne where he learnt the secrets of printing with movable type, participating to the printing 
of Bartholomaeus Anglicus’s De Propreietatibus Rerum.21 In 1476, Caxton returned to 
England, and he opened his shop near Westminster in the same year. There he printed until his 
death, around 1491.  
Caxton printed more than one hundred different texts among which we have to mention 
the edition of Malory’s Morte Darthur in 1485, an indulgence of Pope Sixtus IV, most likely 
the first text he printed in Westminster, and his own translation of Raul Lefèvre’s Recuylle des 
Histories de Troie, which is thought to be the first printed book in English (1475).22 However, 
we are most interested in his editing of Chaucer. The first printings of Chaucer’s works by 
Caxton date back to 1478 and are The Parliament of Fowls, Truth, Fortune, the Envoy to 
Scogan, Anelida and Arcite, Chaucer’s translation of De Consolatione Philosophiae by 
Boethius and The Canterbury Tales. 23 Before proceeding, I should underline the fact that 
Caxton did not print all these poems in a single volume. Modern readers are often used to find 
collections of poems by the same author, all printed together in a single book. This was not the 
case for the first incunabula. Printing was a long and laborious process that took many hours to 
be accomplished and paper was very expensive because it was imported.24 Therefore, even if 
printing was a much easier process than copying manuscripts, there was not yet the idea of a 
single volume of an author’s works. 
After the first edition of the Canterbury Tales, Caxton was accused of having arbitrarily 
                                                 
19 Lerer, Seth, “William Caxton”, in David Wallace, ed., The Cambridge History of Medieval English Literature, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 720. 
20 Boyd, p. 13. 
21 Lerer, p. 721. 
22 Boyd, p. 14.  
23 Ruggiers, Paul G., “Introduction”, in Ruggiers, Paul G., ed., Editing Chaucer: The Great Tradition, Norman: 
Pilgrim Books, 1984, p. 2. 
24 Long, Lynne, Translating the Bible: from the 7th to the 17th Century, Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001, p. 6. Long talks 
about the Bible but the argument can also be referred to other texts. 
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changed the form and content of the text. To apologise for his bad text, or simply for a mere 
commercial purpose, maybe to legitimize this new edition, in 1483, Caxton printed another 
edition of the Tales and added a preface in which he explained that the fault was in the source 
text he had used.25 Together with the Tales, Caxton printed also Troilus and Criseyde and The 
House of Fame. By 1483, Caxton had become a publisher rather than a printer and was editing 
texts in order to sell them.26 Caxton’s House of Fame’s text is quite different from the others. 
He added an epilogue, a title, The book of fame made by Gefferey Chaucer, and most 
importantly, a conclusion that the printer may have written because he was unsatisfied with the 
Chaucerian ending. In the epilogue, which is also a praise to Chaucer27, Caxton explains that 
he was not able to find the conclusion of the poem (“I fynde nomore of this werke to fore 
sayde”28) and that, consequently, he wrote one. He indicated his addition putting his name next 
to the first line. 
Though to us it seems an outrageous and unthinking action towards a text and its author, 
it was considered normal in the fifteenth century. Printers (Caxton was the first but he was then 
followed by many others) looked for and found a precedent and a justification in the work of 
the scribes who, consciously or not, altered the original texts for many reason. They made 
mistakes in copying them, corrected words they did not understand, filled lines they thought 
were incomplete or wrong. The printers simply did the same. Focusing on the technical aspects, 
they misplaced the types, printed pages in the wrong order and forgot lines. For what regards 
the linguistic aspects, they often changed words that sounded old-fashioned, deleted those that 
did not fit the columns, modernized spelling that had changed a lot during the fifteenth century, 
altered syntax and grammar.29 
It may be useful to underline the fact that not all the texts suffered this particular 
                                                 
25 Boyd, p. 13. 
26 Boyd, p. 14. 
27 Boyd, p. 31. 
28 Caxton, William, ed., The Book of Fame made by Gefferey Chaucer, London, 1483. 
29 Ruggiers, p. 2. 
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treatment. Scribes and printers paid less attention in copying and printing vernacular English 
texts, which were considered less important in comparison with the great texts of the ancient 
tradition. The texts by Virgil or Ovid (authors who, together with Lucan, Juvenal, Terence, 
Sallust, Horace and Seneca, were the best know Latin authorities of the late Middle Ages)30 
were considered nearly untouchable even if around the twelfth century Virgil was interpreted 
allegorically and Ovid was moralized. These new readings of the classics were probably due to 
the Christian interpretation of the pagan cultures (both Roman and Greek) and to the effort the 
Christian world did to “save” some of the most important Latin authors from everlasting 
punishment. A good example can be found in Dante’s Inferno: the Italian poet put in Limbo all 
those great-hearted spirits who were worthy but lived before Christianity or died without 
Baptism. Among these souls Dante and Virgil, who indeed rests in Limbo but still has the 
possibility to guide Dante in his journey, recognise not only the abovementioned Latin authors, 
but also Homer and the Greek philosophers (Inferno 4.121-151). This attitude towards the 
classics was of course influenced by the Bible, the Holy Book that, more than other classical 
authorities, was considered untouchable. The common idea during the Middle Ages was that 
the Latin classics always told the truth and that belief was even more valid for the Bible that 
was believed to tell the Truth about the Revelation of God.31 Moreover, the Bible was 
considered “a source of knowledge, since it contained philosophy, ethics, logic and theoretical 
science”.32 Surrounded by this aura of authority, it seemed unlikely that the Bible could ever be 
translated in one of the vernacular languages also because it was a massive task to accomplish.33 
However, some English (and Anglo-Saxon) translations of the Bible circulated in the Middle 
Ages. It is the case of Caedmon’s poems based on the Old Testament, Bede’s translation of 
John’s Gospel, Aelfric’s adaptation of the Old Testament and King Alfred’s translation of the 
Psalms and the complete translation attempted by Wyclif. These texts did not contain the entire 
                                                 
30 Reynolds and Wilson, p. 101. 
31 Minnis, Alastair J., Medieval Theory of Authorship, Aldershot: Ashgate, 1988, p. 9. 
32 Long, p. 71. 
33 Long, p. 3. 
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Bible and they were used mainly for exegetical purposes.34  
On the contrary, poems and treatises written in English, even those by Chaucer, were 
considered less important specially because there was the idea that English was not worthy 
enough and that modern people could not strive in order to be at the same level as the classical 
authors. In fourteenth-century England, there was the belief that the sole language for culture 
was Latin, the language used by the Church that survived in the monasteries all over Europe. 
Latin of course was not the only relevant language (at court, French was spoken after the 
Norman conquest in 1066) but it was the language that scholars used to communicate. English 
was considered the language of lewd35 people who had not the possibility to study. This idea 
survived also in other parts of Europe: in the different reigns of Italy, where Latin had split in 
many different dialects and the vernacular languages began to come into prominence, the idea 
that Latin was to be used for important subjects and Italian for light ones endured. Indeed, Dante 
called his masterpiece simply ‘Comedìa’ to indicate that he used a poor language, as he stated 
in the Epistle to Cangrande: “ad modum loquendi, remissus est modus et humilis, quia locutio 
vulgaris, in qua et muliercule communicant” (XIII 31).36 Maybe for these reasons, medieval 
scholars were glad to pretend that a good text had been written by a Latin author even when it 
was clear it was by a contemporary.37 
Consequently, Caxton did nothing new or particularly strange for his time. So why did 
he write an apology in the preface to the second edition of the Canterbury Tales? And why did 
he “sign” the piece he added? As we have already seen, Caxton was indeed a merchant and his 
final purpose was probably to sell the books he printed rather than to spread culture. Moreover, 
the experience with his first edition of The Canterbury Tales had probably taught him to secure 
                                                 
34 Long, pp. 3-6. 
35 Here used in the medieval sense of ‘Unlearned’ or ‘unlettered’: 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/107735?redirectedFrom=lewd#eid (accessed 4 December 2015). 
36 “as to the manner of speaking, it is easy and humble, because it is in the vulgar tongue, in which also women 
communicate.” For the English translation see: Marchand, James, “Dante to Cangrande: English Version”, 
http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/cangrande.english.html (accessed 12 December 2015). For the Latin text see: 
Aligheri, Dante, “Epistola, XII”, http://www.danteonline.it/italiano/opere.asp?idope=7&idlang=OR (accessed 12 
December 2015). 
37 Minnis, p. 9. 
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himself from new attacks and avoid any future charges.38 There may be another possible 
interpretation of Caxton’s action: aware of the fact that an interrupted poem would have never 
been sold, Caxton finished it imitating the ending of the Parliament of Fowls that he had printed 
in 1477 or in 1478.39 Caxton writes that the dreamer awakens and starts studying under the 
influence of what he has seen: 
 
And with the noyse of them wo  Caxton 
I sodeynly awoke anon tho 
And remembryd what I had seen 
And how hye and ferre I had been 
In my ghoost and had grete wonder 
Of that the god of thonder 
Had lete me knowen and began to wryte 
Lyke as ye have herd me endyte 
Wherfor to studye and rede alway 
I purpose to doo day by day 
Thus in dremyng and in game 
Endeth thys lytyl book of Fame.40 
 
 The printer added what a reader would have liked to read. Of course, we are not sure of 
what a fifteenth-century literate would have liked to read and it is possible that the 
inconclusiveness of the poem would have never bothered him so much. However, it is 
interesting to notice that Caxton thought it was so important to find the ending of the poem that 
he informed the readers that he had searched for the final lines in vain. 
 
I fynde nomore of this werke to fore sayd / For as fer as I can vnderstonde / This noble man 
Gefferey Chaucer fynyshed at the sayd conclusion of the metynge of lesynge and sothsawe 
where as yet ben chekked and maye not departe.41 
 
Even if he did it out of interest and he added a conclusion because he knew an incomplete poem 
would never sell, Caxton’s action reveals that, also in the Middle Ages, there was an idea of the 
way in which a poem should end. If it was not important, he could have written only the 
epilogue stating that he was not able to find the ending, without writing one of his own. For 
these reasons, I think, Caxton’s decision can be read as the litmus test of the taste of his time. 
                                                 
38 Boyd, p. 31. 
39 Boyd, p. 17. 
40 Caxton, William, ed., The Book of Fame made by Gefferey Chaucer, London, 1483. 
41 Caxton, there is no indication of the pages. 
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One more detail must be taken into account. Caxton’s source text, or source texts, ended 
at line 2094, far before the appearance of the man of great authority.42 The noise he writes about 
is that of the falsehoods, created in the Hous of Rumour, which block two truths that try to 
escape that place without succeeding. It was probably a more abrupt ending but it lacked the 
suspense created by the coming of the mysterious man. The most disturbing feature of this 
ending may be that it is no ending at all. It does not provide any relevant solution to the poem 
and it does not help to comprehend its real meaning either. We could define Caxton’s ending a 
filler, a block of lines that, exactly like the fillers of the lines used to fix irregular metres, fixed 
the irregular interruption of The House of Fame.  
Caxton states he did not know if the poem was unfinished or if the last part was lost or 
not to be found. He probably signed his conclusion in order to state it was something he had 
written, something temporary before the real ending was found. However, Caxton turns out to 
be “the father of editing Chaucer”43 even if he was not completely aware of the fact that his 
actions would influence the future readings of Chaucer. 
 
1.5.2. William Thynne 
Before talking about William Thynne, another printer must be mentioned. Richard 
Pynson printed the Canterbury Tales, Troilus and Criseyde and the Boke of Fame in 1526.44 I 
decided not to concentrate my attention on this figure mostly because he basically reprinted 
Caxton’s editions using them as his source texts. Moreover, Pynson is known as the printer who 
contaminated Chaucer’s canon adding many apocryphal texts. Indeed, he printed The House of 
Fame with the title “Here begynneth the boke of fame/made by Geffray Chaucer: with dyuers 
other of his workes”45 and these works were: the Parliament of Fowls and Truth, also by 
                                                 
42 Havely, p. 4. 
43 Ruggiers, p. 2. 
44 Forni, Kathleen, “Richard Pynson and the Stigma of the Chaucerian Apocrypha”, The Chaucer Review, 34 
(2000), p. 428. 
45 Pynson, Richard, ed., Here begynneth the boke of fame, made by Geffray Chaucer: with dyuers other of his 
workes, London, 1526. The first folio has no indication of the pages. 
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Chaucer, and La Belle Dame Sans Mercy, Moral Proverbs of Christyne, Lamentation of Mary 
Magdalene, Letter of Dido to Aeneas, and the Proverbs of Lydgate. Forni suggests that Pynson 
was not mistaken because he was ignorant but because the tradition linked these texts to 
Chaucer before his edition.46 Anyway, as concerns The House of Fame, Pynson copied Caxton’s 
conclusion (though he omitted the printer’s name) and added an epilogue, very similar to 
Caxton’s, in which he states the poem was unfinished.47 Often accused of having contaminated 
Chaucer’s canon, Pynson was, indeed, the first printer to attempt to collect Chaucer’s poems in 
a single volume, though a simple one. His attempt was followed and refined by William Thynne 
a few years later. 
We do not possess much information about William Thynne’s early life. We know he 
was in service at court as a clerk of the kitchen around 1520 and that, in ten years, he became 
master of the household.48 Thynne’s rise through the royal offices testifies to the fact that he 
was quite near to Henry VIII or, at least, that he accomplished his tasks well. Probably for this 
reason, he decided to dedicate his edition of the Workes of Geffray Chaucer to the king and 
offered it to Henry VIII as a gift in the summer of 1532. This dating is based on the fact that 
Thomas Berthelet cites Thynne’s edition in his Preface to Gower’s Confessio Amantis, most 
probably published in December 1532.49 
To explain the reasons for this dedication, Thynne opens the book with a Preface in 
which he tries to link the new English literary tradition to ancient Roman and Greek ones. 
Blodgett states that “Thynne was prepared to accord to the works of Chaucer the same 
respectful treatment that humanists scholars had been according to classical Greek and Latin 
writings”50 and this was an unprecedented treatment for an English writer who wrote in his own 
language. With his edition, Thynne was stating the right of English to stand next to the other 
                                                 
46 Forni, p. 428. 
47 Pynson, sig. C.III. 
48 Blodgett, James E., “William Thynne”, in Ruggiers, Paul G. ed., Editing Chaucer: the great tradition, Norman: 
Pilgrim Books, 1984, p. 37. 
49 Walker, p. 29. 
50 Blodgett, p. 36. 
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vernaculars that were on their way to ‘aureation’ and ‘melioration’51. Maybe for this reason he 
needed the protection of an influent authority and he chose the most influent person of England, 
the king.52 
Thynne did not print the volume himself, it was printed by Thomas Godfray, but he was 
to all intents and purposes the editor of what is considered the most “complete”53 edition of 
Chaucer of the late medieval period. According to Thynne’s son, Francis, who wrote an 
apologia54 of his father, after he had been attacked by Thomas Speght in the Preface of his 
edition of Chaucer in 1598, William Thynne collected around twenty-five manuscripts and 
printed copies of Chaucer’s works in order to publish the most accurate, and maybe final, 
version of Chaucer’s poems. Even if Francis’s statement about his father’s life may be 
exaggerated, it gives us two important pieces of information. Firstly, it demonstrates that many 
copies of Chaucer’s works circulated in the sixteenth century so that Thynne had the possibility 
to compare and collate texts that are now lost. Secondly, Francis’ words depict a man 
enormously interested in Chaucer’s poetry, a man who spent part of his life in a philological 
quest to collect as many texts as possible of Chaucer’s poems. Probably Thynne had access to 
the above-mentioned Fairfax, Bodley and Pepys, and to a manuscript, now lost, that Havely 
states ‘could have been an ancestor of both [Fairfax and Bodley]’.55 Thanks to the variety of 
texts Thynne had the possibility to compare, his text of The House of Fame gets to line 2158 
with few omissions. He then added also Caxton’s ending though he altered the first three lines:  
 
And therwithal I abayde 
Out of my slepe halfe a frayed 
Remembering wel what I had sene.56 
                                                 
51 Thynne, William, ed., The workes of Geffray Chaucer newly printed, with dyuers workes whiche were neuer in 
print before: as in the table more playnly dothe appere. Cum priuilegio, London, 1532. The Preface has no 
indication of the pages. 
52 The political implications are various but it is not my purpose to analyse them. For further readings see Walker, 
pp. 36-55. 
53 Havely, p. 5. 
54 Furnivall, F. J., ed., Animadversions uppon the Corrections of some Imperfections of Chaucers Workes … sett 
down by Francis Thynne, EETS 9 (London, Kegal Paul, Trench and Trubner, 1865), pp. 2 and 6 quoted in Walker, 
p. 30. 
55 Havely, p. 7. See also Benson, p. 1139 and Hammond, (1908), p. 20: ‘evidence shows that while Fairfax and 
Bodley are derived almost entire from one common original (which I shall call FB).’ 
56 Thynne, fo CCCXXIII v. 
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 Together with The House of Fame (title used also by Thynne), he printed the Canterbury 
Tales, the Parliament of Fowls, Troilus and Criseyde, Anelida and Arcite, and Chaucer’s 
translation of De Consolatione Philosophiae. All these works had already been printed by 
Caxton while Thynne was the first to print also the Book of the Duchess, The Romaunt de la 
Rose, The Legend of Good Women, The Complaint unto Pity, Lak of Stedfastnesse, and A 
Treatise on the Astrolabe. However, in his immense effort to collect all Chaucer’s works, 
Thynne was mistaken just like Pynson had been before him and added to his book a number of 
apocrypha among which are La Belle Dame sans Merci, The Lamentation of Mary Magdalene 
(both these texts were copied from Pynson’s edition), Robert Henryson’s Testament of Cresseid 
and Thomas Usk’s Testament of Love (which is the only surviving copy of the text of the 
medieval period).57 
 Even if Thynne printed a number of different non-Chaucerian texts, he did not share 
Pynson’s bad reputation probably for three main reasons. First, his edition established the 
Chaucerian canon that was later followed by editors up to the eighteenth century58; second, he 
collected all the poems in a single volume, a practice that was not common before him; finally, 
he probably gained the scholars’ respect thanks to his efforts to restore the original versions of 
the poems. Walker states that ‘This edition gave that reputation [of Chaucer’s] a definitive 
status, monumentalizing it in the authoritative, classical form of a Complete Works in folio’.59 
With regard to The House of Fame, Thynne influenced the circulation of the poem in a 
peculiar way. As I have already pointed out, he had access to different manuscripts and to 
Caxton’s edition as well. Indeed, he decided to add Caxton’s conclusion omitting the name of 
the editor. In this way, he affected the text of the poem until the nineteenth century because, 
after him, editors maintained the ending as he had printed it.60 Thynne’s decision may have 
influenced the subsequent readings of the poem too: an unaware reader might think that the last 
                                                 
57 Blodgett, pp. 41-42. 
58 Blodgett, p. 50. 
59 Walker, p. 30. 
60 Blodgett, p. 50. 
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lines were written by Chaucer and he would never pose questions about the incomplete ending. 
Consequently, many of the interpretative problems that arise nowadays when we read The 
House of Fame, were not problems at all after Caxton’s and Thynne’s editions. Paradoxically, 
the discussion around this topic involves only modern scholars and the first editors of Chaucer 
who were concerned about the reaction of the public to a non-finite poem. Furthermore, printing 
the poem among best-known poems such as the Canterbury Tales or Troilus and Criseyde, 
unlike Caxton who had printed it in a volume with other minor poems, Thynne doomed The 
House of Fame to be considered less important than the other works. For these reasons, the 
debate on it was abandoned, or was at least marginal, until the twentieth century.  
 
1.6. The sources 
1.6.1. Virgil and Ovid 
Surely, the ending of The House of Fame poses the major problems of interpretation of 
the poem instead of explaining its ultimate meaning. Mainly for this reason, it is difficult to tell 
what the poem talks about. The House of Fame seems sometimes a long list of events and 
arguments, such as “Love and Nature, order and disorder, Fortune and Chance”61, which has a 
beginning but no ending. It also seems a long list of texts that Chaucer knew, an anthology of 
his readings, a text similar to the bestiaries, the lapidaries and the herbariums that collected, in 
a single volume, all the animals, stones and minerals, herbs and spices known in the Middle 
Ages. Boitani, describing the palace of Fame and the procession of people in front of her, says 
that “the place is ordered like a catalogue”62 and Kittredge states that the poem “is a kind of 
epitome of the author’s knowledge and culture in science and art and philosophy, in French and 
Italian and Latin.”63 Borrowing also Havely’s words, “The House of Fame is an omnivorous 
poem”64, a huge collection of Greek, Latin, French and Italian authorities in which it is easy to 
                                                 
61 Boitani, Piero, Chaucer and the Imaginary World of Fame, Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1984, p. 1. 
62 Boitani, p. 12. 
63 Kittredge, George Lyman, Chaucer and his Poetry, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960, p. 74. 
64 Havely, p. 17. 
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recognize some references such as the myth of Daedalus and Icarus (919-924) or that of Phaeton 
(942) and some names as Homer, Virgil, Ovid, Claudian, Boethius and Dante. Chaucer names 
these authors more than once in the poem (e.g. Virgil at 378 and 1483, Ovid at 379 and 1487) 
as great authorities of the past, men worthy to stand on the top of a pillar in the hall of Fame’s 
palace.65 I will focus my attention mainly on three of these figures who have a key role in the 
poem: Virgil, Ovid and Dante. 
The association with Virgil is obvious: in Book I, Chaucer retells the story of Aeneas 
and the main source for the epic narration was Virgil’s masterpiece. In this first passage, 
Chaucer seems to be especially interested in Dido’s love for the cruel man who abandons her. 
The theme of love finds confirmation in the words of the eagle that tells Chaucer he will hear 
tidings of love in the palace of Fame. But Chaucer borrows another strong image from the 
Aeneid, the description Virgil gives of the monstrous creature Fama. The theme of Fame seems 
to interrupt that of Love as it did in the Aeneid. Virgil put the description of Fama in Book IV, 
when the two lovers are together in a cave in a moment of intimacy. And Chaucer follows in 
Virgil’s footsteps and abandons Love to describe Fame. Indeed, his Lady Fame has the same 
characteristics as Virgil’s: she is tall, covered in feathers, with golden hair and she has many 
eyes, ears and mouths. 
 
Hir tho so wonderliche streighte 
That with hir fet she erthe reighte, 
And with hir hed she touched hevene, 
Ther as shynen sterres sevene, 
And thereto eke, as to my wit, 
I saugh a gretter wonder yit, 
Upon her eyen to beholde; 
But certeyn y hem never tolde, 
For as feele eyen hadde she 
As fetheres upon foules be, 
Or weren on the bestes foure 
That Goddis trone gunne honoure, 
As John writ in th’Apocalips. 
Hir heer, that oundy was and crips, 
As burned gold hyt shon to see; 
And soth to tellen, also she 
Had also fele upstondyng eres 
And tonges, as on bestes heres; 
                                                 
65 Boethius and Dante do not have a place in Fame’s palace but they are both quoted in the poem. Havely argues 
that we can find the presence of Dante, though not named, next to Claudian in the hall of fame: Havely, p. 23. 
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And on hir fet woxen saugh Y 
Partriches wynges redely.   (House of Fame, 1373-92) 
 
 
Monstrum horrendum, ingens, cui, quot sunt corpore plumae, 
Tot vigiles oculi subter (mirabile dictu) 
Tot linguae, totidem ora sonant, tot subrigit auris.66  (Aeneid, IV, 180-2) 
 
 
There is no doubt that Virgil’s Fame was the model for Chaucer’s but there are some 
differences. Virgil describes Fame as a pestilential creature, the last of the beings created by 
Gaia and Uranus, sister of the Titans; she never rests and flies above the world telling evil lies 
mixed with truths that men cannot discern. Though Chaucer’s creature never moves from her 
palace and turns to the god of the winds, Aeolus, to spread men’s fortune, she is very similar to 
the one described by the Latin poet. Still, in Chaucer’s poem, Fame has a sort of aura and men 
appear in front of her in a deferential attitude, looking for her benevolence. It is a new 
connotation of Fame who remains a terrible and arbitrary creature that grants the unworthy and 
denies fortune to those who deserve it but, at the same time, she is more similar to a Greek 
divinity that men venerate to receive favours even if they are not sure to be granted them. 
However, Geffrey does not want her favour and he is not interested in beseeching her. When he 
is asked why he is in that place he simply answers he wants to hear stories of love (House of 
Fame, 1871-89). Again, the theme of love comes back in the poem and stands above Fame, 
towards which the poet seems to have no interest. 
One more detail: Virgil’s Fame is a flying monster that stops over cities only to hear 
voices in order to report them again and again while, in The House of Fame, she lives and waits 
in a lonely palace on the top of a mountain where all the world’s voices and whispers arrive 
because they belong to that place, as the eagle explains to the traveller (House of Fame, 782-
822). The location of the hall of Fame is taken from another Latin author, Ovid, who describes 
it in the Metamorphoses: 
                                                 
66 For both Latin text and English translation see: Virgil, Aeneid, translated by H. Rushton Fairclough, Cambridge 
(Massachusetts): Harvard University Press, 1935, pp. 407. ‘a monster awful and huge, who for the many feathers 
in her body has as many watchful eyes below – wondrous to tell – as many tongues, as many sounding mouths, as 
many pricked-up ears’. 
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Orbe locus medio est inter terrasque fretumque 
Caelesteque plagas, triplicis confinia mundi; 
Unde quod est usquam, quamvis regionibus absit, 
Inspicitur, penetratque cavas vox omnis ad aures: 
Fama tenet summaque domum sibi legit in arce, 
Innumerosque aditus ac mille foramina tectis 
Addidit et nullis inclusit limina portis; 
Nocte dieque patet: tota est ex aere sonanti, 
Tota fremit vocesque refert iteratque quod audit; 
Nulla quies intus nullaque silentia parte, 
Nec tamen est clamor, sed parvae murmura vocis, 
Qualia de pelagi, siquis procul audiat, undis 
Esse solent, qualemve sonum, cum Iuppiter atras 
Increpuit nubes, extrema tonitrua reddunt. 
Atria turba tenet: veniunt, leve vulgus, euntque 
Mixtaque cum veris passim commenta vagantur 
Milia rumorum confusaque verba volutant; 
E quibus hi vacuas inplent sermonibus aures, 
Hi narrata ferunt alio, mensuraque ficti 
Crescit, et auditis aliquid novus adicit auctor. 
Illic Credulitas, illic temerarius Error 
Vanaque Laetitia est consternatique Timores 
Seditioque repens dubioque auctore Susurri: 
Ipsa, quid in caelo rerum pelagoque geratur 
Et tellure, videt totumque inquirit in orbem.67  (Metamorphoses, Book XII, lines 39-63) 
 
The Hous of Fame stands on the interception of three elements (land, sea and heaven), it is 
made of beryl and has many doors, entrances and openings. In Ovid, the Hous of Fame is also 
the Hous of Rumour because they are two similar and still different aspects of Fortune. Chaucer 
splits the two images and builds a separate palace for Rumour, near the first one but hidden in 
a valley, made of twigs: 
 
Tho saugh y stoned in a valeye, 
Under the castle, faste by, 
An hous, that Domus Dedaly, 
That Laboryntus cleped ys, 
Nas mad so wonderlych, ywus, 
Ne half so queyntelych ywought. […] 
                                                 
67 Both for Latin text and English translation see: Ovid, Metamorphoses, translated by Frank Justus Miller, 
Cambridge (Massachusetts): Harvard University Press, 1984, pp. 182-185. ‘There is a place in the middle of the 
world, ‘twixt land and sea and sky, the meeting-point of the threefold universe. From this place, whatever is, 
however far away, is seen and every word penetrates to these hollow ears. Rumour dwells here, having chosen her 
house upon a high mountain-top; and she gave the house countless entrances, a thousand apertures, but with n 
doors to close them. Night and day the house stands open. It is built all of echoing brass. The whole place resounds 
with confused noises, repeats all words and doubles what it hears. There is no quiet, no silence anywhere within. 
And yet there is no loud clamour, but only the subdued murmur of voices, like the murmur of the waves of the sea 
if you listen afar off, or like the last rumblings of the thunder when Jove has made the dark clouds crash together. 
Crowds fill the hall, shifting throngs come and go, and everywhere wander thousands of rumours, falsehoods 
mingled with the truth, and confused reports flit about. Some of these fill their idle ears with talk, and others go 
and tell elsewhere what they have heard; while the story grows in size, and each new teller makes contribution to 
what he has heard. Here is Credulity, here is heedless Error, unfounded Joy and panic Fear; here sudden Sedition 
and unauthentic Whisperings. Rumour herself beholds all that is done in heaven, on sea and land, and searches 
throughout the world for news.’ 
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And al thys hous of which y rde 
Was mad of twigges […]    (House of Fame, lines 1918-23 and 1935-6) 
 
Again, the English poet is inspired by the Latin author but reworks his material: with the 
separation of the two palaces, the difference between the two types of voices is underlined. 
Chaucer’s Fame, though capricious and unfair, is not interested in Rumour because she takes 
care only of the fortune of the men who enter her domain and she does not care if the truth 
about them is told.  
 
1.6.2. Dante 
Even if Virgil’s and Ovid’s traces can be clearly seen in The House of Fame, both 
passages provide Chaucer only with single images that he can use in his poem but that are not 
useful to us to understand its meaning. On the contrary, the masterpiece of the Italian Dante 
Alighieri, the Divine Comedy, can give us an interpretive key to Chaucer’s poem. The 
connection may not be straightforward, but there are many features The House of Fame and the 
Divine Comedy have in common so that, back in the fifteenth century, John Lydgate wrote, in 
his Fall of Princes, that The House of Fame could be read as “Dante in Inglissh”.68 Dante 
finished Paradiso in 1321 and it is quite sure that Chaucer, who knew some Italian, had the 
possibility to read the entire Comedy during his journeys to Italy in 1372-73. Nowadays, it is 
thought Chaucer already knew Italian before his trip and that he was chosen exactly for this 
reason, a reason that could have given him the possibility to read Dante and study the Comedy.69 
So, Chaucer, possibly influenced by Dante, wrote The House of Fame that, in some of 
his parts, seems to be a parody of the Italian text.70 Both poems have a tripartite structure and 
the protagonist is a double of the poet who has a sort of vision, or dream, in which he journeys 
                                                 
68 Lydgate, John, Fall of Princes, Henry Bergen ed., London: Oxford University Press, 1924, p. 9. Benson reports 
that it is not sure Lydgate was referring to The House of Fame when writing that line but it is one of the most 
supported theories. See Benson, p. 977. 
69 Crow, Martin M., and Leland, Virginia E., “Chaucer’s Life” in Benson, Larry D., ed., The Riverside Chaucer, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, p. XV. 
70 Benson, p. 977. 
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from a lower place to reach the top of Heaven or of a mountain. There are also minor details 
that help to create a link: both Dante and Chaucer invoke Apollo and the 'alto ingegno'71 
(Inferno, 2.7-9 and Paradiso, 1.11; House of Fame, 523-8) at the beginning of a part of the 
poem; there is a gigantic eagle (House of Fame, 499-1090; Purgatorio, 9.19-33) that in both 
cases is a symbol of the ascent of the travellers and a messenger sent by the divinity to the 
mortal man; the poets have lost their way and they want to be able to talk about Love again; 
finally, the mount at the top of which Fame’s palace is set seems the mountain of Purgatorio 
and the readable names carved in ice may be the souls with which Dante speaks during his 
ascent while the names melted by the sun might be those without name. 
The similarities are many but there are, of course, many variants. The House of Fame 
seems to have no coherence, there are too many topics and there is no order. The structure of 
the Divine Comedy is strict and each Cantica counts more or less the same number of lines as 
the others while, in The House of Fame, every part is longer than the previous one. In the Divine 
Comedy, the whole architecture of the poem clearly suggests being part of God’s plan; in 
Chaucer, the Hous of Rumor seems to be both the final destination and the Prime Cause both 
of the poet’s journey72 and of the meaning of the poem. Unfortunately, again we are not given 
any clear indication. 
The idea that the Chaucerian text may be a parody of the Italian poem does not persuade 
all scholars. While Benson does not deny the presence of themes and “concerns” of the Divine 
Comedy in The House of Fame and writes that the two poems surely “have several interests in 
common and that Chaucer does sustain an ironic counterpoint to Dante’s poem”73, Robinson 
thinks that The House of Fame was “clearly written under the influence of Dante” but, in his 
opinion, there is no reason to think it was meant to be a parody of the Divine Comedy.74 On the 
                                                 
71 “high genius” in Alighieri, Dante, The Divine Comedy, translated by Allen Mandelbaum, New York: Everyman’s 
Library, 1995, p. 63. All the references of the Divine Comedy are taken from this edition. 
72 Kittredge, p. 99. 
73 Benson, p. 347. 
74 Robinson, p. 280. 
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contrary, Havely finds many correlations between the two texts such as the fact that Dante is 
quoted and named in Chaucer (line 450) as an authority in the matters of Hell and the presence 
of the eagle, even if the English poem presents a comical and irreverent version of Dante’s 
silent bird. Finally, he thinks the Commedia is a source for Chaucer more than Boccaccio and 
Petrarch at this point of his poetry.75 
One interesting theory is offered by John Kerr76 who thinks The House of Fame could 
be read as a parody of the first three Cantos of Inferno rather than of the entire Comedy. Kerr’s 
theory is included in a wider discussion about Hell and the concept of the underworld. Kerr 
starts by suggesting that, in the Middle Ages, the underworld represented all things that lay 
under the sun so that the world itself was considered the underworld, ruled by Proserpina, the 
Greek goddess of Hades. In this way, Chaucer managed to peg his poem to earth, avoiding the 
supernatural meanings of the Divine Comedy. Kerr goes further and finds some parallels to 
support his thesis. The first encounter of Dante and Virgil in Inferno I becomes the encounter 
of Chaucer with the Aeneid and, at the same time, with the eagle that, exactly like Virgil, saves 
the dreamer from the forest or, in the case of The House of Fame, from the desert. The opening 
invocation of Book II follows the model of the invocation in Inferno II while the discussion 
with the eagle could be the parody of Dante’s words with Virgil who explains the meaning of 
the journey they are about to begin. In the end, Geffrey gets to the palace of Fame exactly as 
Dante gets to the gates of Hell where he reads the words carved in the stone (Inferno, 3.1-9) as 
Chaucer reads some of the names carved in the ice (House of Fame, 1136-7). Finally, Kerr finds 
a correlation between the ‘man of gret auctorite’ (line 2058) and ‘l’ombra di colui/che fece per 
viltade il gran rifiuto’ (Inferno, 3.59-60).77 
 I think this is a very stimulating theory even if, in my opinion, there are some flaws. 
                                                 
75 Havely, p. 20. 
76 Kerr, John, “The Underworld of Chaucer’s House of Fame: Virgil, Claudian, and Dante”, in Stephen Gersh and 
Bert Roest eds., Medieval and Renaissance Humanism: Rhetoric, Representation and Reform, Leiden: Brill, 2003, 
pp. 185-202. 
77 “the shade of him/who made through cowardice, the great refusal” in Alighieri, p. 69. 
 30 
First, Kerr writes that The House of Fame rejects the supernatural features of the Comedy but 
this is debatable because, if on the one hand Chaucer does not speak about God, on the other 
hand he travels to the palace of a sort of pagan divinity, even though, according to Kerr’s 
reading, the palace is set in the underworld. Furthermore, Kerr’s suggestion does not help us to 
understand why the poem stops at the apparition of the man of great authority mainly for two 
reasons: first, the man of great authority appears at the “end” of the poem while the reference 
to the infernal soul comes around the central part of the Canto (we cannot be sure that The 
House of Fame was meant to stop at line 2158 but Kerr necessarily starts from this assumption 
to build his theory); secondly, the two figures have a different weight in the texts. The 
Chaucerian man seems to have the authority to bring both the dreamer and the reader to a 
conclusion or a solution while the damned soul is the least important of the figures presented 
by Dante in the Divine Comedy, one of the slothful people, even unworthy to be named because 
‘Fama di lor il mondo esser non lassa’ (Inferno 3.49).78 Moreover, while the first three cantos 
of Inferno can be seen as a long introduction to the Cantica or to the entire Comedy and they 
lead the reader to the real narration of the vision, The House of Fame seems to lead nowhere 
(and this because the poem seems incomplete, but there is the possibility there was a conclusion 
when it was written). 
 Kerr’s theory is stimulating because it tries again, in recent years, to find a connection 
between the two poems. I think this is a really useful practice but we should still read The House 
of Fame as a parody of the entire Comedy. There is another detail, the most important in my 
opinion, which must be taken into account: the ending again. If we think of The House of Fame 
as a parody, we can compare the three parts of one poem to the three parts of the other. In this 
way, Book III of The House of Fame would be the counterpart of Paradiso, at the end of which, 
Dante finally sees God in His glory among the angels and the saints. However, the poet, even 
if he has learnt a lot during his journey, cannot describe the divinity because human language 
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is inadequate for this task, and because he should try to describe Wholeness and Love 
themselves. In these two characteristics of God, Wholeness and Love, we can see two aspects 
that in The House of Fame are completely missing: the poem seems to be unfinished and 
Geffrey cannot learn the tidings of love he expected. But is this not the point of a parody? To 
overturn and subvert some themes to make the reader laugh. Furthermore, the apparition of the 
“man of gret auctorite” has a feature in common with Dante’s final vision of God: both poets 
are unable to describe what they see. Consequently, the expectations of the reader, even of the 
most naïve who may read the Comedy to know the appearance of God, are frustrated in both 
cases because both poems cannot get to an ending. 
 However, it is difficult, both in Kerr’s reading and in my suggestion, to find a place for 
the figure of Fame. Kerr does not focus his attention on her and does not find a correspondence 
with another figure in the Divine Comedy. Fame remains a marginal presence in his debate and 
does not justify the meaning of the title of the poem, which is The House of Fame and not “The 
House of the Man of Gret Auctorite”. As Boitani points out, “There would have been no reason 
for Chaucer to call this a ‘Book of Fame’ – as he did in the ‘Retracciouns’ – if he had not 
considered Fame its central subject.”79 Another problem arises if we read the poem as a parody 
of the entire Comedy. The dreamer sees Fame in Book III, which should be the counterpart of 
Paradiso. In the third Cantica, Dante meets only blessed people and, in the end, he can 
contemplate Christ, the Virgin Mary and God. So how can we fit Fame, which is described as 
a monster, even a Luciferian creature, in this holy place? Indeed Fame has many features in 
common with Lucifer who has three faces and consequently, three mouths, six ears and six eyes 
(Inferno, 34.38 and 34.53). Both Fame and Lucifer are gigantic (House of Fame, 1374-5; 
Inferno, 34.30-1) and one is covered in feathers (House of Fame, 1382) while the other in hair 
(Inferno, 34.73-5). Dante’s Lucifer eats and tortures the worst traitors of History in his mouths: 
Judas, Brutus and Cassius. Fame does not eat anybody but every verdict that she pronounces, 
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decides the fortune of men or consigns them to oblivion. In the framework of a parody, Fame 
could be read as the devil himself, the extreme opposite of God. But, in this way, the man of 
great authority would lose his importance and his meaning after the apparition of the “false 
god”. 
 In the end, also this theory cannot enlighten all the dubious points of the poem. I like it 
mainly because it could explain Lydgate’s periphrasis and because it would display a 
connection between Dante and Chaucer, and it would be an example of the fact that also 
vernacular poetry started to be recognized next to the great poets of the tradition. Furthermore, 
the comparison between The House of Fame and the Divine Comedy is quite satisfying since it 
gives a conclusion to a non-finite work. Comparing the two poems, the man of great authority 
acquires the meaning of a “false god”, the abrupt ending seems to have sense since also the 
Comedy ends without the awakening of Dante, and, most importantly, the frustration of the 
reader can be limited. 
 
1.7. Authority 
All these references to previous authors could lead a reader to think that Chaucer did 
nothing new, that he wrote a mere copy of something else, translating other poets’ works and 
collating them into a chaotic mixture. In some ways, it is exactly what Chaucer did. However, 
we cannot think of plagiarism, which is a concept born after the Berne Convention (1886) which 
governs the copyright and protects the author’s right. As has already been said, medieval 
scholars were convinced that only the works of ancient auctores were worthy and that “the work 
of an auctor was a book worth reading; a book worth reading had to be the work of an auctor”.80 
But, what does auctor really mean? Minnis states: “In a literary context, the term auctor denoted 
someone who was at once a writer and an authority, someone not merely to be read but also to 
be respected and believed”.81 Still, during Chaucer’s time, this aura surrounded the classical 
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authors whose works were seen as vehicles of truth. In this perspective, plagiarism did not exist 
and, on the contrary, to copy the work of a Latin author was considered an homage paid to that 
poet. The definition of what an auctor was came from a classification of Aristotle who analysed 
a work using four causes82: the auctor was the ‘efficient cause’ of the text, the mind and the 
hand that composed the text; the argument was the ‘material cause’; style and structure were 
read as the ‘formal cause’; finally, the purpose of the text was the ‘final cause’. It may be useful 
to read The House of Fame with this subdivision in order to try to understand in which ways 
Chaucer accepts the traditions of his time and how he refuses them. 
Probably, a modern reader would say that Chaucer is the auctor of the poem because he 
chose the topic and actually wrote the poem. But, it is also probable that Chaucer did not see 
himself as the real ‘efficient cause’ of what he was writing because he could not compare 
himself to the authors of the ancient tradition. Moreover, around 1380, Chaucer was still 
experimenting and borrowing from different models as, for example, from the French Roman 
de la Rose that clearly influenced The Book of the Duchess, The Parliament of Fowls, The 
Legend of Good Women and the General Prologue of The Canterbury Tales.83 Chaucer would 
have probably described himself as a compiler, a copyist of someone else’s works. A compiler, 
or compilator, indicated a person who, quoting St Bonaventure, wrote the material of others 
and who added nothing of his own.84 This was a very common topic in the Middle Ages and 
there had been many different classifications before Chaucer. For example, Richard FitzRalph, 
“Chancellor of Oxford University in 1332 and, subsequently, Archbishop of Armagh”85, said 
that authorship could be understood in three different ways and that the auctor was either “the 
person who asserts a passage, its assertor; its ‘editor or compiler’ (editor vel compilator); or he 
is both together. And this is the correct meaning of auctor.”86 In this sense, Chaucer was a 
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compilator because he used many source texts and many ‘material causes’ that other auctores 
had written before him editing them in a new form. He is not an auctor and it seems he does 
not want to be. When he is asked if he went to the Hous of Fame looking for Fortune (lines 
1871-3), he replies he does not want it, refusing to be one of the authorities of the Fame’s Hall. 
Chaucer himself writes he is a “lewd compilator” in a passage of A Treatise on the Astrolabe: 
 
But considre wel that I ne usurpe not to have founden this werk of my labour or of myn 
engyn. I n’am but a lewd compilator [Italics mine] of the labour of olde astrologiens, and 
have it translated in myn Englissh oonly for thy doctrine. And with this swerd shal I sleen 
envie. 
(A Treatise on the Astrolabe, introduction) 
 
As can be seen in the passage, Chaucer used this topic as a sword against envy. The idea 
of the compilator had often been used by poets as a shield, a sort of warranty against detractors 
because a compilator was not thought to be responsible for what he wrote.87 The ‘material 
cause’ was not his own and he was only a copyist: 
 
Blameth nat me if that ye chese amys. 
The Miller is a cherl; ye knowe wel this. 
So was the Reve eek and othere mo, 
And harlotrie they tolden bothe two. 
Avyseth youw, and put me out of blame; 
 
Still in this passage from the Canterbury Tales (I, lines 3181-5), the Pilgrim Chaucer 
plays with his readers and asks them not to blame him for what the Miller is about to tell. 
Probably, Chaucer was extremely aware of what he was doing and why, since, at his time, the 
topic had been abused and, in the second half of the fifteenth century, it “had deteriorated into 
cliché, something to be reiterated mechanically”.88 
Thus, going back to the Aristotelian subdivision, in The House of Fame, the ‘material 
cause’ can be read as a mixture of different images taken from other authors collated into a new 
and enigmatic form. Enigmatic not because it is difficult to understand the ‘formal cause’ but 
because the ‘final cause’ is uncertain and unclear. 
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This analysis may lead us to look at The House of Fame as a mere collection of texts to 
which Chaucer only added a new form. This attitude towards the poem could be the result of 
the lack of an ending that may suggest the poem has no ‘final cause’. Indeed, we usually 
associate the ‘final cause’ with the ending of a poem or a narration and we feel uncomfortable 
in front of this ending that is open to too many possible interpretations. Scholars have put 
forward many hypotheses to try to understand the meaning of the last final lines and to find the 
‘final cause’ that could give meaning to the text. The aim of the next chapter is to analyse a few 



















































In the first chapter, I often touched upon the problems that arise when we try to deal 
with the ending of The House of Fame. In this chapter, I will try to analyse the different points 
of view that scholars have put forward attempting to understand not only the final lines but also 
the entire poem. First of all, it is useful to gather together the main possibilities and I will 
organize the material according to what each author says about the ending. 
The House of Fame, as it got to us, stops at line 2158 with the apparition of a ‘man of 
gret auctorite’, apparently with no ending. At this point, the possible interpretations are mainly 
three: Chaucer did not know how to finish his work, abandoned it and started writing something 
else; he wrote a conclusion, now lost; he deliberately stopped at the arrival of the mysterious 
man. Scholars have proposed many theories and have sided for one of these possibilities. I must 
admit that this subdivision is quite simplistic not only because there are numerous possible 
interpretations and causes for reflections that the poem offers but also because the hypotheses 
are often intermingled.  But I am most interested in the ending because, in my opinion, it affects 
significantly the meaning of the whole poem. 
 
2.2. The impossible ending 
In this section, I will examine the possibility that Chaucer did not know how to finish 
his poem. First, it is important to remember that The House of Fame was one of the first attempts 
that Chaucer made at a long composition and it is possible that he decided to abandon the 
project. However, the established chronology of Chaucer’s works proves something else. The 
Book of the Duchess, possibly the work that preceded The House of Fame, and probably 
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composed between 1369 and 13721, is an example of complete poem; thus the problem was not 
the form (long dream visions) but possibly the content. Indeed, The House of Fame presents a 
number of different topics (dreams, love, poetry, fame, fortune and rumour) and it also contains 
a collection of authoritative texts, a summary of the Aeneid, a discussion over the power of 
Fame and a glimpse of the even stronger power of Rumour. And, despite the abundance of 
material, or because of it, the poem seems incomplete in every way, not only in its ending: the 
dreamer does not wake up and does not clarify the meaning of his dream, he does not hear 
tidings of love, he rejects Fame’s favour and gets lost inside the Hous of Rumour, in which he 
cannot hear what the man of great authority is going to say. Every expectation of the reader is 
frustrated, every topic leads nowhere, every turning point of the narration creates more 
confusion. 
The inconclusiveness of The House of Fame seems to derive from the possibilities that 
the poem offers rather than from the lack of them. In this sense, Chaucer might have lost his 
path writing the poem, under the strain of too many possibilities he had created during the 
narration. However, I think this option is the least credible because he could delete and 
rearrange some of the material in order to get to a conclusion. 
Another possibility is offered by John Steadman who writes that the three Books of the 
poem can be read separately.2 At the end of Book I, Geffrey is saved from the desert by the 
eagle and the story of Aeneas and Dido is abandoned. In Book II, the narration is interrupted 
by a long philosophical lesson that the eagle gives to the dreamer. Finally, the narration restarts 
when Geffrey gets to the Hous of Fame but it ends abruptly in the Hous of Rumour. Each part 
can stand alone and, in some way, they all seem to be collated in a chaotic result, a whirlwind 
of voices and situations with too many focuses. Surely, Chaucer created many different images 
and it is possible he did not manage to bring them all together in a larger and coherent 
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framework. It is also true that, having written The House of Fame around 1380, Chaucer had 
all the time to finish it in the subsequent twenty years and the fact that he did not, could be a 
clue of his inability to find a conclusion. The variety of images, indeed, could lead everywhere 
as nowhere. 
According to Boyd, who writes about Caxton’s edition of the poem, the three extant  
manuscripts of The House of Fame ‘witness a work still under composition’3, and the fact that 
in the Fairfax and Bodley versions some pages are left blank after line 2158 to allow the copying 
of the ending4 seems to support this thesis. The theory is confirmed by the fact that, when 
Caxton printed his edition of The House of Fame in 1483, he was not able to find the ending of 
the poem even if only a century had passed. In addition, though some objections may be raised 
to Caxton’s work because he did not possess sixty lines that were later found, the situation 
changes when the work of Thynne is taken into account. Francis Thynne writes that his father 
used numerous manuscripts and it seems odd that the ending, if it ever existed, had been lost in 
a hundred years. Of course, it is not possible to compare the modern conceptions of 
conservation and transmission of books with the medieval ones. Manuscripts were rarer and the 
risk that they were damaged or lost was extremely high so it is definitely possible that an 
unknown manuscript containing the ending was destroyed in a fire.5 
Other two critics are persuaded that Chaucer did not finish the poem, which “breaks off 
as a deliberate fragment”.6 Bronson states that the man of great authority could not deliver his 
message because Chaucer intentionally omitted “a conclusion of dubious credit to the person 
celebrated”.7 Fry instead argues that Chaucer wanted to state the “unreliability of transmitted 
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secular knowledge”8. Perhaps to underline the fact that literature is not trustworthy, Chaucer 
uses the inability of the man to report his message. Both these theories seem to me a bit shaky. 
Bronson’s and Fry’s points of view are necessarily linked with the idea that the mysterious 
“man of gret auctorite” was up to give a piece of news connected in some way to reality, 
probably to the court entourage in which Chaucer moved. Other scholars share this 
interpretation and link the poem to a particular occasion or event. I will discuss this detail later. 
One last consideration. Chaucer left two other works incomplete: The Legend of Good 
Women and the Canterbury Tales. This fact could lead us to think that he was used to leave 
some of his works unfinished. Indeed, in my opinion, it demonstrates the opposite. The 
Canterbury Tales was left unfinished because Chaucer died and he really did not have the 
possibility to finish it. The Legend appears to be a work on which Chaucer spent a lot of his 
time since two completely different versions of the Prologue are extant (F and G versions).9 It 
also seems that Chaucer “regarded the Legend as important […] and liked it well enough to 
revise it (at least the Prologue) after a number of years.”10 On the contrary, we do not possess 
completely different texts of The House of Fame. There are some variations between the “alpha” 
version (Fairfax 16 and Bodley 638) and the “beta” version (Pepys 2006)11 but they concern 
only the lexical level without compromising the meaning of any part of the poem (e.g. The 
House of Fame, line 1568 messager in Bodley; messangere in Fairfax; masynger in Pepys).12 
The fact that we do not possess any radical variation of the text suggests that Chaucer may have 
been quite satisfied with this version of the poem and that he did not try to find a different 
conclusion. 
In the end, this interpretation seems to me an easy way out of the problem. The 
                                                 
8 Fry, Donald K., “The Ending of the House of Fame”, in Robbins, Rossell Hope, ed., Chaucer at Albany, New 
York: Franklin, 1975, pp. 27-40, quoted in Benson, p. 990. 
9 Benson, p. 1060.  
10 Shaner, M. C. E., “The Legend of Good Women”, in Benson, Larry D., ed., The Riverside Chaucer, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 587. 
11 Boyd, p. 32. 
12 Benson, p. 1141. 
 41 
(non-)ending of the poem offers too many interpretations and closures and it looks short-sighted 
pretending that the conclusion never existed only to get round the problem. 
 
2.3. The lost ending 
 In the first section, I pointed out how it was possible, during the Middle Ages, for a 
manuscript to be destroyed or damaged. This is the case with many texts that did not survive 
only because the manuscripts in which they were copied are now lost. Brusendorff, Baum and 
Manly adopt this theory to analyse The House of Fame.13 
 Brusendorff maintains that Chaucer wrote a short ending that is now lost as a result of 
“bad manuscript tradition”.14 Baum adds that Chaucer’s conclusion was probably similar to 
Caxton’s, which he considers to be “very nearly adequate”.15 After creating a strong climax 
towards the end of the poem, Chaucer probably decided to create an even stronger anti-climax 
in which the dreamer woke up and gave no further explanations. If, Baum continues, Chaucer 
left the poem unfinished, it must have been only because he surely was “the kind of poet who 
writes only when the mood is on him, when the spirit moves”.16 This idea betrays a strong 
romantic background and it is possibly anachronistic for Chaucer’s time. 
 Manly’s position is slightly different. His starting point is a theory by Rudolf 
Imelmann17 who tried to find an (auto)biographical meaning to The House of Fame. Imelmann 
thought there was a connection between the message that the ‘man of gret auctorite’ was about 
to tell and the betrothal of Anne of Bohemia with Richard II. Manly is convinced that this 
reading of the poem is completely misleading and that critics should consider other unifying 
parameters. In his opinion, Sypherd had understood that the right parameter was the topic of 
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love. Indeed he 
 
summarizes this [the argument] shortly, as follows: it tells of 'a journey to the House of Fame, 
where Chaucer may learn about Love – it is the reward which a love-poet is to receive for his 
services to Love and to Love's servants.' As for the nature of the reward, this is clearly enough 
indicated by Chaucer himself – 'tidings of Love'.18 
 
The whole dream, Manly maintains, is constructed upon the theme of love, from the first scene 
in Venus’s palace, in which the dreamer retells the story of the Aeneid, to the palace of Rumour, 
in which Geffrey should hear love stories. In his opinion “this is the framework of the story; 
the rest is decorative or subsidiary.”19 However, he continues, the proportions of the poem 
(Book III is nearly as long as the sum of Book I and Book II) represent a problem because “the 
story of Dido is told at too great length, and the other love stories briefly indicated in Bk. i 
ought to have been omitted entirely.”20 But, “If the reader will make due allowance for these 
errors in proportion, the poem will be seen to be clear and simple in structure […] and to require 
very little for its completion.”21 Thus, like Brusendorff and Baum after him, Manly thinks the 
poem reached an ending soon after the appearance of the man in the Hous of Rumour. The three 
critics share the opinion that the poem was nearing its ending also because Chaucer himself 
writes, right at the beginning of Book III, that it was the ‘lytel laste bok’ (House of Fame, 1093). 
So Manly states that it seems unlikely “That the poem was left unfinished,”22 but since it does 
not tell any of the promised love stories, it must be a long prologue to a collection of love 
poems, as The Legend of Good Women and the Canterbury Tales would be later. It seems 
unlikely that Chaucer ever wrote these poems but it is possible that the authoritative man would 
only introduce them. In Manly’s words, 
 
It is possible, therefore, that the poet was merely to announce here his new treasure of stories 
which were to be told later; that is, that this poem was to serve as a sort of introduction to a 
group of stories.23 
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  I think that Manly’s theory, though interesting since it conceives the poem as a long and 
articulated introduction to new poems, has many unclear points. First of all, he deliberately 
chooses not to consider those passages that do not fit his theory. For example, he ignores 
completely the Hous of Rumour and, most importantly, the theme of Fame, which has a 
marginal role in his discussion. Moreover, why should Chaucer write a prologue to love poems, 
without composing them, and later write The Legend of Good Women? Indeed, the Legend has 
a Prologue and nine subsequent poems, which, though not directly, speak of love. Given this 
theory, both The House of Fame and The Legend of Good Women would have the same purpose. 
The Legend was written later (1380-7, though some of the legends may be earlier, and the 
Prologue was later revised)24 and it was probably written on commission, which may be the 
reason why Chaucer began another poem.25 Nevertheless, I think it is highly improbable that 
The House of Fame was thought to be a framework. As has been already pointed out in the first 
chapter, the title of the poem is The House of Fame, a detail that seems to be completely 
disregarded by Manly, who focuses his attention only on the topic of love. 
Ebbe Klitgård’s point of view is again different.26 He focuses his attention on the 
importance of oral poetry during the Middle Ages and he builds his theory on the fact the 
probably also The House of Fame was initially meant to be read. 
 
In terms of an orality/literacy paradigm, it is thus evidently clear that Chaucer writes in a 
highly literate cultural code of poetry. What is less obvious and perhaps paradoxical is that 
he manages to do so in a language, style, and rhetoric which bear distinct mark of his firm 
anchoring in an oral literary culture, a culture in which poetry and performance are 
inseparable.27 
 
From this starting point, he affirms that it is possible for the poem to have been written and later 
read in instalments. In this case, he states, the last instalment (or instalments) could have been 
lost either because Chaucer never wrote it, or because he never had the possibility to show it. 
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As I have already pointed out, a few years before Klitgård, Steadman had underlined the fact 
that each part of the poem could stand alone and his theory seems to be supported by Klitgård’s 
analysis. Klitgård also maintains that “there is evidence for composition in instalments from 
Chaucer’s time”28 and, in support to his thesis, he quotes Derek Pearsall who had demonstrated 
that Froissart read “his poem of Meliador in instalments to Gaston, Count of Foix, on successive 
evenings after dinner throughout the winter months of 1388-9.”29 There is also evidence of the 
importance of oral poetry in some illuminations, which depict authors reading their poems in 
public. A perfect example can be found in Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 61, folio 1v, 
in which Chaucer is represented while he is reading Troilus and Criseyde to Richard II and his 
court (figure 1). 
Though the theory is surely interesting, because it focuses on the oral feature of poetry 
that is almost forgotten nowadays, I think it is too Dickensian. Klitgård himself is aware of the 
fact that we are inevitably affected by the idea of the novel published in instalments as was 
typical of Dickens’ publications and, indeed, he states that “the poem [The House of Fame] 
certainly ends on a note of suspense, and knowing Dickens it is easy to see now [italics mine] 
how important that is if you are writing in instalments.”30 It is in fact now that we have a strong 
feeling of suspense created by Dickens while we cannot be sure of what the expectations in 
Chaucer’s time were. Of course, the oral tradition of poetry was more important than nowadays 
and there are many examples of literary works pretending to be the mere transcription of tales 
orally recounted. The best-known examples in the Middle Ages are the Canterbury Tales and 
Boccaccio’s Decameron. Both works are collections of tales that the protagonists tell either on 
their way to Canterbury or in a country villa. The situations and the results are extremely 
different but the frame is more or less the same and gives us a glimpse of the importance of oral 
tradition in the Middle Ages (figure 2). 
                                                 
28 Klitgård, p. 265. 
29 Pearsall, Derek, The Life of Geoffrey Chaucer: a Critical Biography, Oxford: Blackwell, 1992, p. 185, quoted 
in Klitgård, p. 265. 
30 Klitgård, p. 265. 
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Figure 1: Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 61, folio 1v, Chaucer reading to Richard II Troilus and Criseyde, 
c1415. 
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We can find another example of oral poetry in Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde. At the 
beginning of Book II, Pandarus visits Criseyde and finds her with two other women listening 
to the reading of a book about the siege of Thebes: 
 
Whan he was come unto his neces place, 
“Wher is my lady?” to hire folk quod he; 
And they him tolde, and he forth in gan pace, 
And fond two othere ladys sete and she, 
Withinne a paved parlour, and they thre 
Herden a mayden reden hem the geste 
Of the siege of Thebes, while hem leste.31 
 
Here, of course, the narration of the siege of Thebes has a particular prophetical strength for the 
future of Troy. But metafiction is also a clue of medieval habits. We are now used to silent 
reading and we associate readings aloud with bedtime stories or with lessons and conferences. 
In the Middle Ages, when manuscripts were rare, a single manuscript was read so that many 
people could hear it. 
The most significant example is that of the Holy Scriptures. Yet in pre-Christian Jewish 
tradition, the Books that later became the Christian Old Testament, were read in the Synagogues 
in front of the People of God. This tradition was then adopted by Christianity and it is still used 
in the churches in which only episodes of the Bible are read in a sort of eternal creation of 
instalments. Klitgård is not the only critic who believes that the poem was written in instalments 
and I will collect some of the other theories in the following section. 
A theory that stands halfway between the lost ending and the intended one, is that 
proposed by Charles P. R. Tisdale who is persuaded that The House of Fame is a poem in which 
 
The principal problem is the need of welding together the diverse settings and subjects of the 
three books. The task is further compounded by the mystery of a missing ending, for the 
poem gives us every reason to expect a crucial climax in its dramatic development.32 
 
 
                                                 
31 Benson, p. 490. 
32 Tisdale, Charles P. R., “The House of Fame: Virgilian Reason and Boethian Wisdom”, Comparative Literature, 




Figure 2: Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Douce 213, folio 1r, Lawrence of Premierfait, French Translation of 
Boccaccio's Decameron. 
 
Even if he thinks that the conclusion is missing, he tries to find a unifying parameter that allows 
the reader to understand the entire poem and he finds this parameter in the figure of the dreamer 
because 
 
It is only in The House of Fame that we find a narrator-dreamer whose vision has a direct and 
definite bearing upon his own personal experience. The focus is on the narrator’s response to 
what he sees and learns and the effect this experience has on his life and his art. He may still 
be an observer, but he observes scenes that are presented as an explicit revelation and 
warning.33 
                                                 
33 Tisdale, p. 248. 
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 Tisdale proceeds trying to link the events of Book IV of the Aeneid to the events narrated 
in The House of Fame, interpreting Geffrey as a new Aeneas. The obvious connection between 
the two poems is the retelling of the Aeneid in Book I but other themes are analysed by Tisdale: 
the quest for love, the contraposition between the earthly needs and the spiritual life and the 
clash between bodily passions and the duties that Aeneas and the dreamer have towards higher 
tasks and ideals. Thus, in the Aeneid, Fame spreads “Dido’s wicked reputation”34 and Aeneas 
chooses not to be part of this reputation and leaves her and her love because the gods tasked 
him with reaching Italy. In the same way, the dreamer Chaucer refuses Fame and Rumour and 
 
Through this extension of the Virgilian scene Chaucer investigates the nature and degree of 
the narrator’s involvement in the gossip and rumor of worldly affairs. In the narrator, the 
reader witnesses an awakening from sterile lethargy and frustration to a discovery of the 
result of an unexamined dependence on the world’s goods. We hope that, like Aeneas, the 
narrator will make the decision to commit himself to a less ephemeral set of values. Although 
we can never know the pronouncement of the “man of gret auctorite” […] or the narrator’s 
reaction to it, the Aeneid-like drift of the poem questions the value of a life based on worldly 
happiness or success and reaffirms the necessity of a man’s sense of duty. Chaucer maintains 
the psychological and moral identification of his narrator with Aeneas by having the narrator 
observe the ultimate end of all worldly preoccupations in the face of the need to respond to a 
higher sense of destiny.35 
 
 Tisdale’s operation is debatable because he does not analyse the conclusion to get to a 
theory but he proceeds backwards: he uses the conclusion to justify his whole theory. Even if it 
is one of the numerous possibilities that we have reading an unfinished work, I think he dared 
too much. 
 
2.4. The intended ending 
In the eternal struggle to find a comprehensive interpretation of The House of Fame, 
some scholars tried to explain the poem starting from the assumption that it was meant to finish 
at line 2158 and that, indeed, we possess all Chaucer wanted to write. This third interpretation 
is also related to the ‘man of gret auctorite’ who, being the last figure presented in the poem, 
acquires a key role to understand the ending and transforms The House of Fame to an occasional 
                                                 
34 Tisdale, p. 258. 
35 Tisdale, pp. 258-9. 
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poem, inevitably linked to the undelivered message. However, I would like to start from the 
idea, proposed before, of a poem written, or at least read, in instalments, which affects also John 
Steadman’s thesis.36 
Unlike Klitgård, Steadman is convinced that the poem is finished. His analysis starts 
from line 63 in which Chaucer says he had the vision on “The tenthe day now of Decembre”. 
According to Steadman, this date is related to Saint Lucy, celebrated on 13 December, three 
days after the dream. Steadman maintains that The House of Fame could have been read during 
the three nights preceding the festivity starting from 11 December. In this way, the last Book 
would have been read exactly on the evening of 13 December and it would be dedicated to the 
Saint, patroness against eye diseases, but also protector of Dante’s journey, and the one who 
sent him the eagle in Purgatorio 9. Again, The House of Fame is related to the Divine Comedy¸ 
even if it is in a different and weak way because Saint Lucy and the eagle are the only two 
references of Dante’s poem that Steadman points out. 
Linking The House of Fame to the festivity of the Saint, the poem becomes an occasion 
and the man of great authority a mere vehicle to introduce the celebrations of 13 December. I 
seriously doubt that Chaucer wrote this complex, articulated, labyrinthine, philosophical and 
bibliographical poem only to celebrate Saint Lucy who has nothing to do with all these features. 
Even in pre-Reformation England, Saint Lucy’s “day was honored as a festival of the second 
rank”37 and it seems unlikely that Chaucer dedicated a poem to her or, at least, to the “the 
shortest day and longest night of the year”38, 13 December indeed. 
Richard Schoeck basically agrees with Steadman and states that The House of Fame 
must have been composed to be recited in front of a public.39 However, he is also aware of the 
fact that “the Hous of Fame is some kind of play, a game for which we have lost the rules (and 
                                                 
36 Steadman, John M., “The House of Fame: Tripartite Structure and Occasion”, Connotations: A Journal for 
Critical Debate, 3 (1993/94), pp. 1-12. 
37 Steadman, p. 3. 
38 Steadman, p. 3. 
39 Schoeck, R. J., “The House of Fame: Tripartite Structure and Occasion”, Connotations: A Journal for Critical 
Debate, 3 (1993/94), pp. 110-114. 
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are not even certain of the occasion for the play).”40 And this is exactly the point. Even if we 
assume that the poem was written for some occasion, it is extremely difficult, even impossible, 
to know what the occasion was. The only thing we can be sure of, Schoeck continues, “is that 
the poem itself takes the game for granted, and the structure of the poem (that is to say, its 
deliberately truncated ending) is a kind of playfulness, and one that the original audience would 
immediately understand.”41 Unfortunately, we can only guess what an audience would expect 
from and understand of this enigmatic poem. 
On the other hand, some scholars are extremely sure of the meaning of the poem, of the 
role of the ‘man of gret auctorite’ and of the tidings he was about to tell. Indeed, Benson states 
that “we have been given broad hints about their [the tidings’] nature.”42 He is convinced that 
there must be an occasion behind the reading (and not the composition, because he states that 
the poem was composed earlier and adapted later for this occasion) and he starts his analysis 
from the date indicated by Chaucer, 10 December, fixing the year in 1379. It is quite sure that, 
around that date, a messenger arrived at Richard II’s court to announce the refusal of Richard’s 
betrothal to Caterina Visconti, daughter of Bernabò Visconti, lord of Milan. It seems that the 
betrothal was the second attempt to find a wife and an alliance for Richard and England. 
However, the negotiations did not succeed and the man of great authority was Nicolò, an 
ambassador from Cardinal Pileo, who brought the news of the annulment of negotiations. 
Thus, Benson identifies the tidings from “som contre” (House of Fame, 2135) “Of 
werres, of pes, of mariages,” (House of Fame, 1961) that Chaucer should hear in the Hous of 
Fame with the failed marriage between Richard and Caterina. It seems this was a very current 
topic at court and Chaucer himself had some role in the negotiations during his journey to Italy 
in 1378. Benson continues and maintains that Chaucer modified The House of Fame (that he 
had already begun to write) after the announcement brought by Nicolò and that he read the 
                                                 
40 Schoeck, p. 112. 
41 Schoeck, p. 112. 
42 Benson, Larry D., “The ‘Love-Tydynges’ in Chaucer’s House of Fame, in Andersson, Theodore M., and Barny, 
Stephen A., eds., Contradictions: From Beowulf to Chaucer, Aldershot: Ashgate, 1995, pp. 198-216. 
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poem in front of the court. Following Fry’s lesson, Benson is persuaded that, when Chaucer got 
to line 2158, he stopped reading and sat down. 
 
I picture the first reading of this poem to the court ending something like this. Chaucer reads 
the closing lines […], closes his manuscript volume, and sits down smiling to a rising 
crescendo of shocked surprise, laughter, understanding, and finally applause. 43 
 
This scene is strengthened, according to Benson, by the setting of the Hous of Rumor in 
which everything that is said is also misleading, false and slightly comic, and, “Treating the 
whole affair as slightly comic deflated the importance of the projected match by assigning it to 
the uncertain realm of Fame and Rumor”.44 Still, Benson admits that the poem has an 
anticlimactic strength but he associates it to the fact that the audience already knew the news 
that the ambassador brought, which, indeed, was “no news, so far as the marriage with Caterina 
was concerned”.45 
Albert Dickerson’s theory is based upon the certainty that the poem has an 
autobiographical background.46 Chaucer, he states, wanted to discredit some rumour that 
concerned his personal life as a lover. Thus, The House of Fame would be a poem that tries to 
affirm the unreliability of love through scepticism. And it is scepticism that, according to 
Dickerson, gives a meaning to the poem. The sense of doubt, uncertainty and confusion created 
by the poem would be the result of Chaucer’s intention to defend himself from the mysterious 
accusation of some misbehaviour in a love affair. However, Dickerson does not suggest any 
special theory on the nature of this misbehaviour because  
 
To speculate about the exact content of these tidings would pass beyond the limits of 
legitimate conjecture. But I would go far as to suggest that a perfectly appropriate 
culmination to The House of Fame would be a statement by the man of seeming authority 
accusing Geffrey of some misconduct or churlish behaviour in an affair of love.47 
 
                                                 
43 Fry, Donald K., “The Ending of the House of Fame”, in Robbins, Rossell Hope, ed., Chaucer at Albany, New 
York: Franklin, 1975, pp. 27-40, quoted in Benson, p. 204. 
44 Benson, p. 214. 
45 Benson, p. 215. 
46 Dickerson, A. Inskip, “Chaucer’s House of Fame: A Skeptical Epistemology of Love”, Texas Studies in 
Literature and Language, 18 (1976), pp. 171-183. 
47 Dickerson, p. 178. 
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Scepticism arises from a particular problem: “the problem of how one can discover the nature 
of love”.48 Men are unable to discover it completely and this idea is underlined by the inability 
of the ‘man of gret auctorite’ to deliver his message. Once Geffrey arrives to the Hous of Rumor, 
Chaucer has already insinuated the idea that everything is false and untrustworthy. 
 
Further, it is not asserted that he [the man of great authority] possesses authority, but only 
that he seems to have it. It would appear, therefore, that Chaucer, if he meant the man to 
announce anything at all, must have intended to emphasize the dubious veracity of the 
message rather than its wisdom and significance.49 
 
Even if the man was about to tell something, it would have been a falsehood, “The reliability 
of this statement would already been subtly undermined by everything that has preceded in the 
poem; it would be merely words in the house of Rumour.”50 
Dickerson thinks this is the only possible analysis that “gives the poem form, unity, and 
point.”51 Chaucer, he finally assumes, may have written a conclusion to the poem in which he 
clearly specified the matter he was accused of and he may have deleted it later 
 
when the situation for which the poem was specifically written had passed, the defensive 
purpose for which it was composed would be irrelevant; and the appeal of the poem would 
lie in its general theme of the untrustworthiness of love lore and in the wit, learning, and 
charm intrinsic to the verse – not in its personal application to the poet. Under such 
circumstances, Chaucer would do well to omit the passage.52 
 
One last brief summary must be made also of Kay Stevenson’s theory. She agrees with 
Benson and Dickerson on the fact that nothing that is told in the Hous of Rumor could be taken 
as truthful and trustworthy. Consequently, also the man’s authority is questioned and the 
message is necessarily seen as ‘fals and soth compouned’ (House of Fame, 1029). Thus, she is 
not interested in the figure of the mysterious man and in his message but she states “that the 
poem is carefully organized, so skilfully balanced indeed that no solemn conclusion is 
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52 Dickerson, p. 181. 
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necessary.”53 
The problem that a modern reader has with the occasional interpretation is, basically, 
that it is impossible to know for sure what the occasion was. Thus, The House of Fame is linked 
to a night, or several nights, ca. 1380 when Chaucer read it before an audience, and remains 
enclosed in it. In a sort of paradox, the poem that talks about Fame and her power would be 
destined to have no fame at all outside that particular moment. I do not think that Chaucer 
intended his poem to be linked to a specific occasion or event, especially without leaving any 
clue to posterity. Of course, it is a possibility that cannot be excluded. The only thing we can 
be sure of is that the “intended ending” has an important advantage. Like Kerr, whose theory I 
have used to suggest another interpretation of the poem, the possibility that the poem was meant 
to end at line 2158 allows modern readers and scholars to re-establish the coherence that is 
completely missing in The House of Fame. The “intended ending” satisfies our expectations by 
giving us the conclusion that the poem does not have.  
As I said at the beginning of this chapter, the numerous theories have many features in 
common and I could have gathered them together following, for example, the criterion of 
theme. Some theories analyse The House of Fame as a love poem, other interpretations find in 
it a satirical purpose, and other again concentrate on the occasion. However, I think they have 
a common characteristic (except for the “impossible ending” theory that finds no coherence in 
the text): they all try to link the poem to a particular event or occasion in Chaucer’s public or 
personal life. Consequently, they all try to find a role for the ‘man of gret auctorite’: some think 
he was a real man, an ambassador from Cardinal Pileo for example, or a simple messenger of 
some “love tydynges”. But none of the theories that I have presented interprets the poem as a 
dream, a long, complex and inconsistent dream. I am here suggesting, and I may be too bold or 
naïve, that Chaucer wanted to experiment and used the French traditional dream vision, as he 
had done in The Book of the Duchess, but in an innovative way. 
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Dreams are indeed inconsistent and often have no sense: we swift from an image to 
another; we start from a place and then we find our way to an extremely different one; we have 
strange conversations with people; we can fly and we can climb mountains; and, most 
importantly, dreams interrupt in the middle of an action, we wake up and we hope to come back 
to sleep only to know how the dream ends. And this is what happens in The House of Fame, 
which, indeed, starts with a presentation of the meaning of dreams, the classification of dreams 
according to what Macrobius had written in his interpretation of Somnium Scipionis.54 The 
fragmentary scenes of The House of Fame are easily interpretable in this key, as a transcription 
of the images a person can see during a dream. In this way, it is impossible to find a unique 
interpretation for each scene or a role for the man of great authority because there can be too 
many. 
Unfortunately, this reading too has some flaws. Dreams, as Freud has taught us, are in 
some way related to our experiences and our thoughts. Chaucer was clearly aware of this fact 
and he states, right at the beginning of the poem 
 
Or that the cruel lyf unsoften 
Which tehe ilke lovers leden 
That hopen over-muche or dreden, 
That purely her impressions 
Causeth hem avision;    (House of Fame, 36-40) 
 
Thus, The House of Fame would be again linked to some experience of Chaucer’s and we would 
have no clue of what this experience was. Moreover, as I have stated, we are too influenced by 
what Freud wrote in 1900 in his The Interpretation of Dreams while, in Chaucer’s time, the 
interpretation of dreams derived mainly from Macrobius and from the biblical Book of Daniel. 
Moreover, this theory satisfies again our need for closure because we are not really interest in 
what the original ending was or could have been, but in our sense of fulfilment, which is 
completely frustrated with The House of Fame. Still, this could be one of the possibilities to 
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interpret the poem because I think that part of the interest in The House of Fame lies indeed in 
the opportunities that every critic has to propose a different interpretation of the poem.  
In the end, everyone is happy with the non-ending of The House of Fame. Scholars who 
maintain that the ending never existed can easily concentrate on other features of the poem, 
pretending that the ending is not a problem at all; those who believe that the conclusion was 
lost, also think that the poem was nearing it and that the dreamer would awaken without hearing 
the message of the man of great authority; finally, even critics who have built their theories 
upon the certainty that the poem was meant to finish in this way want to give an explanation to 
its frustrating ending including it in a larger interpretative scheme. Whatever the intention of 
the poem was, Chaucer managed to enter both the Hous of Fame and the Hous of Rumor and 
never leave the two palaces: the first because his poetry is immortal, the second because we are 














































 In the previous chapter, I presented many different theories concerning the interpretation 
of The House of Fame. In this chapter, I would like to analyse the ending’s structure and its 
closural force. To do so, I will make use of an interesting book written by Barbara Smith in 
1968: Poetic Closure.1 In her work, Smith does not concentrate on a particular period of time 
and her examples are taken from different ages, from Renaissance to contemporary poetry.2 She 
states that it was not her intention to provide an “account for the closural aspect of every poem”3 
but, indeed, her guidelines can be used to analyse nearly all poems, included The House of 
Fame. 
 At the beginning of this chapter, I have to specify my position about the poem and its 
ending. I have suggested, in the first chapter, a possible interpretation of The House of Fame 
starting from Kerr’s theory that establishes a relationship between Chaucer’s poem and the 
Divine Comedy. This reading is quite satisfying mostly because it allows us to see a coherent 
project for a poem that seems to have none. Other theories that I have presented in chapter II 
were probably put forward with the same aim (e.g. Benson’s). The possibility that The House 
of Fame was meant to finish at line 2158 is reassuring and satisfying because it gives us the 
closure that we long for so desperately. When I started writing this work and I bumped into 
Kerr’s theory, I was quite convinced of the relation with Dante and of the reading of The House 
of Fame as a parody of the Comedy. Now, I am quite sure I was wrong. Whether the poem was 
meant to be a parody of Dante’s work, or whether it referred to some real event, or whether it 
                                                 
1 Smith, Barbara Herrnstein, Poetic Closure: A Study of How Poems End, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1968. 
2 Smith mainly uses sonnets by Shakespeare, by also poems by, among others, Jonson, Herbert, Herrick, Milton, 
Marvel, Pope, Blake, and Dickinson. 
3 Smith, p. VIII. 
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was a mere experimentation (here “mere” means that the poem did not imply other purposes) I 
am now persuaded that Chaucer abandoned the task, or, at least, that we lost the final lines. 
 This statement is inevitably linked to our perception of the poem and to our reaction to 
the extant text as modern readers. We do not have the possibility to analyse the poem 
differently. We have to base our considerations on what we can read now and we cannot 
presume that we can understand the text as a medieval reader, or listener, would do, whether 
that the poem was meant to finish at line 2158 or that the ending was lost. Considering its 
current state, I think that the ending is missing or that it never existed and that in no way Chaucer 
meant to end the poem at line 2158. Thus, my analysis, which otherwise would be unclear, 
starts from this assumption. 
 When Johnson, referring to Paradise Lost, writes that “Paradise Lost is one of the books 
which the reader admires and puts down, and forgets to take up again. None ever wished it 
longer than it is”4, he is surely giving voice to many readers who approached the poem. Benson 
comically asserts that this quote “applies to a large number of literary works but not to 
Chaucer’s House of Fame, which many readers wish had been longer if only by a few lines.”5 
Benson, of course, was right: even in an anticlimactic ending, in which the ‘man of gret 
auctorite’ gave an insignificant message, or in which the dreamer woke up, the sense of 
uneasiness we feel reading the extant ending would have been replaced by a sense of fulfilment. 
This is what happened when Thynne, omitting Caxton’s name next to his conclusion, prevented 
future readers from raising queries about the ending of the poem. For centuries, nobody 
concentrated on The House of Fame because it finished in a strong anticlimactic way and no 
one was probably interested in it. Indeed, “Our most gratifying experiences tend to be not the 
interminable ones but rather those that conclude.”6 The ending of The House of Fame is 
                                                 
4 Johnson, Samuel, The Lives of the Poets, Middendorf, John H., ed., New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010, p. 
196. 
5 Benson, Larry D., “The ‘Love-Tydynges’ in Chaucer’s House of Fame, in Andersson, Theodore M., and Barny, 
Stephen A., eds., Contradictions: From Beowulf to Chaucer, Aldershot: Ashgate, 1995, p. 198. 
6 Smith, p. 1. 
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inevitably projected to the infinite, not only because it is not accomplished but also because it 
can be interpreted in infinite ways, as I tried to underline in the previous chapter. 
 Smith distinguishes between stopping and closuring and states that they are two different 
aspects of an ending. 
 
The ringing of a telephone, the blowing of the wind, the babbling of an infant in its crib: these 
stop. A poem or a piece of music concludes. We tend to speak of conclusions when a sequence 
of events has a relatively high degree of structure, when, in other words, we can perceive 
these events as related to one another by some principle of organization or design that implies 
the existence of a definite termination point.7 
 
When Smith talks of structure, she refers to many different activities, which are organized in a 
special or temporal order: “structures that are highly organized, separated as if by an implicit 
frame from a background of relative disorder or randomness, and integral or complete.”8 In this 
subdivision, she puts also games that do not simply stop but are organized and conclude 
according to some rules. This happens because our satisfaction depends on the expectations 
created by a situation. When we start playing a game, we know that someone will win in the 
end and that this winning will fulfil our expectations for this game. 
 Poetry, she states, works in the same way. The sequence of sounds and images in a poem 
creates expectations in the reader, expectations that find their final fulfilment in the ending of 
the poem. 
 
The perception of poetic structure is a dynamic process: structural principles produce a state 
of expectation continuously modified by successive events. Expectation itself, however, is 
continuously maintained, and in general we expect the principles to continue operating as 
they have operated. Now, it is clear that a poem cannot continue indefinitely; at some point 
the state of expectation must be modified so that we are prepared not for continuation but for 
cessation. Closure, then, may be regarded as a modification of structure that make stasis, or 
the absence of further continuation, the most probable succeeding event. Closure allows the 
reader to be satisfied by the failure of continuation or, put another way, it creates in the reader 
the expectation of nothing.9 
 
The modification Smith talks about is not present in The House of Fame, or, better, it is present 
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8 Smith, p. 2. 
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but only in its “first stage”. There is a strong turning point in the narration and it is the 
appearance of the man of great authority but, even if this image introduces an ending, it does 
not lead to it. According to Smith, “our experience of a poem is not a series of continual 
frustrations or disappointments that are resolved only at the conclusion of the work”.10 Each 
scene could be resolved and it could have its own meaning. But, we can get to a unique 
interpretation of the poem only when we get to its ending. Like the final chord of a sonata, 
Smith continues, the last line of a poem gives us “the valued qualities of the entire experience 
we have just sustained”.11 It is, indeed, through the final statement that we can understand what 
we have just read. However, this is not possible with Chaucer’s poem, which creates only 
tension and never rests. 
 Analysing The House of Fame, we can see that, at the beginning, it seems to have a very 
strict structure. The model of the dream vision is enclosed in octosyllabic couplets from the 
beginning to the extant ending. The repetition, Smith states, is one of the most common types 
of closural devices and it is used in other forms of poetry, such as the sonnet or the ballad, which 
have a more rigid structure that obliges the poet to end the poem in a pre-established way. The 
final couplet of the English sonnet, for example, being a repetition, interrupts the structure 
established by the three quatrains. Moreover, just looking at the sonnet, also an inexperienced 
reader would know that the poem ends at line fourteen. In other words, 
 
Our sense of the completeness of a form […] often depends upon the class of forms with 
which we identify it. We will know that a sonnet is complete as such only if we know what 
sonnets are.12 
 
“The sonnet”, Smith continues, “is […] one of the few forms with a predetermined length” 
while “In other highly conventional forms, such as terza rima and rhyme royale, the stanzaic 
structure is rigidly prescribed but the number of stanzas is not limited by any rule”.13 
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Repetition is inevitably linked to rhyme, which constitutes a very strong form of 
repetition and closural effect. But we can ask if “is there anything in the nature of rhyme that 
makes its closural effect any different from or more significant than that of any other systematic 
repetition”14. Smith explains that 
 
It has been suggested that end-rhymes in poetry correspond to the most typical and effective 
source of closure in music, that is the return to the tonic. The occurrence of the key tone at 
the conclusion of a piece of music, it is said, is not only analogous to rhyme but represents 
the same psychological phenomenon, the satisfaction for the listener arising, in each, from 
his expectation of a particular sound.15 
 
However, “none of these formal principles [rhymes and repetitions] can in itself produce the 
sense of closure”16 and rhyme alone cannot create the same closural strength of the tonic. I think 
that this strength derives also from the context or, to use Smith’s words, from the whole 
structure of the poem. The final rhyming couplet of a sonnet draws its strength from the different 
rhyming structure of the three quatrains; Dante’s final rhyme (‘l’amor che move il sole e l’altre 
stelle.”, Paradiso, 33.145) 17 is not different from the other thousands preceding it. The only 
difference lies in the fact that the three Cantiche end in the same way and this detail gives 
strength to the repetition and to the rhyme. Otherwise, the conclusion, as it happens in all the 
Cantos, would depend only on the apparition of God, as to say, on the content. 
In The House of Fame, the form seems to be strict and closed but, indeed, the sequence 
of couplets can be repeated hundreds of times and after a couplet, another one can be added, 
then another again creating an infinite repetition. Even if the poem ends with a rhyming couplet 
(“But he semed for to be/A man of gret auctorite; House of Fame, lines 2157-2158), repetition 
and rhyme do not succeed in giving a sense of conclusion because, after line 2158, a reader can 
expect other rhyming couplets in which, for example, the message of the man of great authority 
is delivered. Indeed, the strength of the final rhyme is weakened by the preceding 1079 couplets 
                                                 
14 Smith, p. 46. 
15 Smith, p. 46. 
16 Smith, p. 48. 
17 “the Love that moves the sun and the other stars.” in Alighieri, Dante, The Divine Comedy, translated by Allen 
Mandelbaum, New York: Everyman’s Library, 1995, p. 541. 
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that rhyme in the same way. 
 When, as in this case, the structure of the poem does not help us to reach an ending, it 
is useful to remember that a poem is also an utterance or, at least, the imitation of an utterance. 
 
A sonnet is not merely a syntactically correct organization of linguistic symbols, but it also 
represents a statement of speech of some kind: an argument, perhaps, or a declaration, or 
lament. It concludes, therefore, not merely with the completion of a line and a sentence, but 
with the completion of that utterance: the argument is clinched, the catalogue of praise is 
exhausted, the lament is brought to some point of acceptable conclusion. Similarly, the 
narrative poem in heroic couplets concludes not only with a completed couplet, but also with 
a completed story.18 
 
However, there is no completeness in the narration of The House of Fame, which ends in the 
middle of an action. As I have already pointed out, every element of the narration leads 
nowhere: the retelling of Aeneas’ story is unfinished; the discussion of the eagle is interrupted 
because Geffrey is bored and because they are nearing the mountain made of ice; the procession 
of the different groups in Fame’s palace would be infinite if the dreamer did not go to the Hous 
of Rumor; the message of the ‘man of gret auctorite’ is never delivered; his apparition, similar 
to the apparition of God in the Divine Comedy, does not constitute a full stop in the narration 
because, unlike the Comedy, the structure of Chaucer’s poem does not prepare the reader to this 
apparition, which is one of the numerous features of the poem and not its final cause. Thus, the 
sense of inconclusiveness does not affect only the ending of the poem but every aspect of the 
utterance that shifts from one topic to another. 
 The problem arises also if we consider The House of Fame in relation to other works by 
Chaucer. As Smith points out, “our expectations regarding any particular poem will be at least 
partly determined by our previous experience with poetry – poetry in general, the poetry of the 
period or style, and the poetry of that writer.”19 Thus, The House of Fame should be compared 
to the Book of the Duchess, the work that precedes it, and three unfinished tales of the 
Canterbury Tales: The Cook’s Tale, The Tale of Sir Thopas, and The Monk’s Tale. 
                                                 
18 Smith, p. 5. 
19 Smith, p. 29. 
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 The Book of the Duchess’s structure, as I have already underlined, has some features in 
common with The House of Fame: both are written in octosyllabic couplets (even if “In both 
works the verse has something of the roughness or irregularity of the traditional English 
accentual type”, in The House of Fame “it has become a freer instrument of expression”20) and 
both are dream visions “ultimately based on French models.”21 However, the Book of the 
Duchess has a Russian-doll structure, which, though complex, finds a solution at the end of the 
poem while the ‘Book of Fame’ seems to have no order and the solution seems impossible. 
Thus, even if The House of Fame belongs to Chaucer’s first period, it has many peculiarities 
that make it original and different from any other dream poem by Chaucer. The three tales, 
instead, are interesting for their content because they are all unfinished. The Tale of Sir Thopas 
is interrupted by the Host after two hundreds lines of nothing. The tale, told by the pilgrim 
Chaucer, should report the quest of a knight but, indeed, the quest never starts and Sir Thopas 
moves from a situation to another without focusing on nothing in particular. The form of the 
poem is perfect but the content is circular and chaotic and the poem seems to be “written to be 
interrupted.”22 The Monk’s Tale too is stopped by another pilgrim (the Knight) after his long 
retelling of a tragedy. In both cases, the other pilgrims interrupt one of the travellers because 
their stories were unbearable, even if for different reasons. The situation is different for The 
Cook’s Tale because the Cook starts his tale but he cannot reach an ending and, unlike the other 
two examples, we do not know exactly why. The situation is quite similar to that of The House 
of Fame because fragment A of the Canterbury Tales, in which The Cook’s Tale is copied, 
finishes at the end of line 4422 but not at the end of his narration. However, we are not 
particularly upset for this interruption mainly for two reasons: first, the Cook’s Tale is vile and 
vulgar and we can imagine that it would continue as it started; secondly, the scheme of the 
Canterbury Tales remains unchanged. Even if we do not know the ending of The Cook’s Tale, 
                                                 
20 Robinson, F. N., ed., The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, London: Oxford University Press, 1966, p. 280. 
21 Benson, Larry D., ed., The Riverside Chaucer, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 347. 
22 Benson, p. 17. 
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we know that it would have stopped and that another pilgrim would have started his own Tale. 
The general structure of the work is safe and, even if we do not understand one Tale, we can 
read the others because there is no general meaning that is ruined by the lack of one ending. In 
the end, unfortunately, also the comparison with other unfinished works by Chaucer does not 
help us to understand The House of Fame. 
Kay Stevenson talks of “Chaucerian inconclusiveness”23 but I do not think that there 
exists a scheme for Chaucer’s unfinished works because it is possible to interpret each of them 
differently from the others. In other words, there is no convention to interpret the different non-
endings in Chaucer’s works. Here, ‘convention’ is used within Smith’s meaning, who states: 
 
What makes poems more like other poems than like other forms of discourse are those 
characteristics which we call poetic conventions. These characteristics are, however, 
ultimately derived from the formal and thematic elements of discursive language; we speak 
of them as conventions only when they occur more systematically and with greater frequency 
than in ordinary speech. A poetic convention could, in fact, be described as a consistent or 
systematic deviation from the conventions of discursive speech, and a poetic style could be 
described as a particular combination of such deviations.24 
 
We cannot talk of a particular style in Chaucer’s production mainly because he used many and 
different conventions (such as the octosyllabic couplets or the dream vision) in each poem. Also 
“inconclusiveness” can be read as a poetic convention that can become part of an author’s style 
if they use it systematically in their work. This is not true, I think, for Chaucer who, even leaving 
some of his works incomplete, never used this convention systematically but varied structures 
and purposes. 
 If we assume that he consciously left The House of Fame unfinished, its final meaning 
would be clearer and we would be able to understand it. This is, in my opinion, one of the 
central points in this discussion. The ending of a poem, but also of a novel, though enigmatic 
and confusing, should either explain or contradict what was stated before. In other words, it 
should be an interpretative key to the poem, a sum of all images proposed before, or their 
                                                 
23 Stevenson, Kay, “The Endings of Chaucer's House of Fame”, English Studies: A Journal of English Language 
and Literature, 59 (1978) p. 13. 
24 Smith, p. 29. 
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ultimate negation. Of course, it is possible to read the ending of The House of Fame as an 
experiment, something new that Chaucer wanted to try and in which he did not succeed 
completely. 
 
The changing fashions in poetic closure are obviously related to more general developments 
in literary history. As the general features of style change, and particularly as new kinds of 
structures appear, the older forms of closure are likely not to be effective. […] And, as we 
may expect, in period of stylistic revolution or transition there may be a lag between one 
development and another: a poet introducing a new structure, for example, may carry over 
inappropriate devices of closure from an older style.25 
 
Indeed, The House of Fame, completed or not, was surely an attempt to change the conventions 
of dream visions. Thus, the ending could be seen as the result of this experimentation with 
which Chaucer wanted to change the structure of a used form. If what we can read was, to all 
intents and purposes, the intended ending, it would be quite certain that Chaucer did not succeed 
in his attempt. Indeed, it is unexpected but it does not affect the meaning of the poem in a strong 
way. Of course, the man of authority and his impossibility to deliver the message could 
symbolize the unreliability of Fame and Rumour but the association is not straightforward. 
 Chaucer’s attempt could be stronger than what we think. He could have concluded the 
poem at line 2158 because he wanted to create this strong climax and then leave it to the 
imagination of the reader, or of the listener. However, this complex and modern way to 
conclude a poem would be more suitable for a contemporary author and I doubt it was 
Chaucer’s case. Moreover, even one of the most innovative novels of the twentieth century, 
Ulysses, has its own ending. Mrs. Bloom’s final stream of consciousness could have lasted 
forever but (I may say, fortunately) sleep comes and puts the final full stop to her thoughts  
 
… I thought well as well him as another and then I asked him with my eyes to ask again yes 
and then he asked me would I yes to say yes my mountain flower and first I put my arms 
around him yes and drew him down to me so he could feel my breasts all perfume yes and 
his heart was going like mad and yes I said yes I will Yes.26 
 
 What I am suggesting here is that we need a conclusion. Even if “we want ‘drama’ in 
                                                 
25 Smith, p. 31. 
26 Joyce, James, Ulysses, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993, p. 732. 
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our dramas, and ‘development’ in poems, novels, and musical compositions”27 (otherwise we 
would be bored), we tend towards the end. And we expect an author to give us this ending 
because we think that s/he 
 
also wishes, however, that we have no further expectations at the end of the play, novel, or 
poem, no “loose ends” to be accounted for, no promises that go begging. The novelist or 
playwright is likely to end his work at a point when either nothing could follow (as when the 
hero dies) or everything that could follow is predictable (as when the hero and heroine get 
married).28 
 
We do not possess this kind of certainties with Chaucer, or at least, with The House of Fame. 
Surely, “drama” and “development” are not missing in the poem, actually there is too much of 
each; what is completely missing is our satisfaction because the hero, in this case the dreamer, 
does not die, or rather he does not wake up, and nothing of what could happen next is 
predictable. 
 Predictability is what, in other cases, also within Chaucer’s poetry, has led other authors 
to write apocrypha. It is interesting to note that no apocryphal ending has ever been found for 
The House of Fame. Better, only one is extant and it is Caxton’s that has prevented others, 
through Thynne, to try to write other conclusions. Other works by Chaucer, the Canterbury 
Tales for example, were altered by apocryphal texts (the Plowman’s Tale is the best-known 
example), even in Chaucer’s century because the structure of the work is predictable and easy 
to be copied. Moreover, the Canterbury Tales can be seen as a huge receptacle in which the 
majority of the content is missing. This did not happen to The House of Fame, and numerous 
possible endings were never written.29 
Another aspect of predictability is the 
 
allusion to any of the “natural” stopping places of our lives or experiences – sleep, death, 
winter, and so forth – [which] tend to give closural force when they appear as terminal 
                                                 
27 Smith, p. 34. 
28 Smith, p. 34. 
29 See: Bowers, John M., ed., The Canterbury Tales: Fifteenth-Century Continuations and Additions, Kalamazoo: 
Medieval Institute Publications, 1992. 
See also: Forni, Kathleen, ed., The Chaucerian Apocrypha: A Selection, Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 2005. 
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features in a poem.30 
 
The House of Fame presents one of these themes, because it talks of dreams, an important 
part of sleeping. However, Chaucer does not use dreams, or sleeping, as a “stopping 
place” but as a “generating” one, and, in this way, he weakens the closural force of the 
topic. Of course, he was not creating something new because he was using a well-
established poetic theme. Yet, in the case of The House of Fame, the overturn of the theme 
strengthens the sense of inconclusiveness of the poem by entering the realm of dreams. 
 The majority of dreams, by nature, is flattering and false even if, at the beginning 
of the poem, Chaucer states that there are many types: 
 
Why that is an avision 
And why this is a revelacion, 
Why this a drem, why that a sweven, 
And noght to every man lyche even; 
Why this a fantome, why these oracles, 
I not; […]     (House of Fame, 7-12) 
 
Even if some dreams are thought to be revelations, a sort of foretelling of the future, we 
usually think that what we see in our sleep is not true. This lack of truth raises another 
feature of closures, which is missing in The House of Fame. 
 
The devices of closure often achieve their characteristic effect by imparting to a poem’s 
conclusion a certain quality that is experienced by the reader a striking validity, a quality that 
leaves him with the feeling that what has just been said has the “conclusiveness,” the settled 
finality, of apparently self-evident truth.31 
 
This is not our case. Except for some passages (e.g. the retelling of the Aeneid and the 
philosophical discussion with the eagle), The House of Fame is a long and unrealistic poem and 
no one would ever expect to travel to the Hous of Fame or to find a temple made of glass in the 
middle of a desert. Clearly, we cannot read the poem in a literal way, as if we were reading a 
History paper, and we have to interpret its meaning using other levels (allegorical, moral and 
                                                 
30 Smith, p. 102. 
31 Smith, p. 152. 
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anagogical). But, the man of great authority seemed to be up to tell something that would change 
our view of the poem, something extremely important and true. On the contrary, some scholars, 
Dickerson for example, have argued that whatever the man was going to say would have been 
misleading and untruthful as the whole poem.32 However, Smith is aware of the fact that “the 
sense of truth […] is a psychological epiphenomenon and in certain respects illusory”.33 Indeed, 
truth is one of the claims of the poet who states that 
 
he tells a better truth than history, philosophy, or science: he tells what may be or ought to be 
rather than what is; he reveals the ideal truth (if not the real truth), the truth of the heart (if 
not of the intellect).34 
 
 This is a sort of agreement between the author and the readers who know that they are 
reading a “different” kind of truth, a truth that does not need to be true but that needs to be 
beautiful. The truth of poems is “a significant response to an experience”35 in which readers can 
identify themselves. Coleridge called it “that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, 
which constitutes poetic faith” 36 by means of which the reader could draw a teaching from what 
he had read. Chaucer, in my opinion, did not respect this agreement and, even if he wrote about 
a truth concerning himself, he did not engage the reader in this truth, whatever it was. Rather, 
if he did, he probably gave the explanation in a lost conclusion, so that we cannot participate in 
it. However, The House of Fame is not a failure. It “allows us to know what we know”, namely 
that dreams have their own truth, a truth that, most of times, remains intelligible. To use Smith’s 
words: “An inadequately closed poem is not necessarily a bad poem, although it may be bad in 
that respect. […] We may say, ‘A great poem – with a weak conclusion”.37 Smith also says that 
 
a failure of closure is not always a local defect, confined to the conclusion of a poem. If the 
total design is ill-wrought, incoherent or self-divided, closure may be not only inadequate but 
impossible. Some of the glorious fragments that strew the landscape of nineteenth-century 
poetry – Keats’s Fall of Hyperion, for example – in all likelihood could not have been, given 
                                                 
32 Dickerson, A. Inskip, “Chaucer’s House of Fame: A Skeptical Epistemology of Love”, Texas Studies in 
Literature and Language, 18 (1976), p. 178. 
33 Smith, p. 152. 
34 Smith, pp. 152-3. 
35 Smith, p. 153. 
36 Coleridge, Samuel Taylor, Biographia Literaria and Two Lay Sermons, London: Bell, 1905, p. 145. 
37 Smith, p. 220. 
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their present form, finished at all.38 
 
It seems likely to me that The House of Fame could be included in this group of poems. It is, 
indeed, a good poem, which talks of literature and philosophy, Fame and Rumor, and puts all 
these elements in a fantastic world ruled by Chaos, the world of dreams. Unfortunately, it loses 
its strength right in its ending and leaves the reader’s expectations frustrated. 
I have already used several times the term “anticlimactic” to describe the ending of The 
House of Fame. Smith starts from its opposite term “climax”, which she defines as “the ‘highest’ 
point of an ‘ascending’ series”.39 This definition seems to describe perfectly Chaucer’s poem: 
a series of events and images that build up in a crescendo of voices and chaos until the apparition 
of an unknown man. This final event, in Smith’s words, “will provide the expected limit and 
thus release the tension that accompanied its expectation”.40 However, again like rhyme and 
repetition, climax “is [not] necessarily equivalent to successful closure”41, and The House of 
Fame is a perfect example of this missed equation. 
This bring us inexorably towards disappointment. A further distinction must be made 
here, and it is that between disappointment and surprise: “In ordinary usage, a surprise is an 
event that occurs, and a disappointment one that does not occur, both contrary to expectation”.42 
I have often referred to our expectations regarding The House of Fame, but I have never clarified 
which these expectations are. First, after the conversation with the eagle, we expect to hear 
“tydynges of love” in Fame’s palace and, also when Geffrey moves to the Hous of Rumor, we 
wait for these tales and we are brought to think that the man of great authority will tell them. 
However, another kind of expectation arises exactly when the man appears. We would like him 
to tell something different and unexpected, something marvellous and shocking (I would rather 
prefer the second), something strong and brilliant to end the poem with some special surprise. 
                                                 
38 Smith, p. 220. 
39 Smith, p. 222. 
40 Smith, p. 223. 
41 Smith, p. 223. 
42 Smith, p. 212. 
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None of these situations occurs and we feel only disappointed at the end of The House of Fame. 
Again, borrowing Smith’s words, 
 
With regard to the experience of poetic events, then, and particularly of poetic endings, we 
will say that both surprises and disappointments are events that occur, but each with a 
different relation to the reader’s expectations, and that the value (pleasant or unpleasant) will 
attach not to the quality of the event itself but to the nature of that relation. All surprises, by 
this view, will be pleasant and all disappointments unpleasant. The surprise ending is one 
which forces and rewards a readjustment of the reader’s expectations; it justifies itself 
retrospectively. A disappointing ending, on the other hand, is not accommodated by such a 
readjustment; it remains unjustified and the reader’s expectations remain foiled.43 
 
Of course, expectations arise when we do not know that the poem is unfinished, that is to say, 
during a first reading. In subsequent readings, we would be already aware that the text is 
unfinished and we would concentrate on other aspects, leaving aside our initial expectations. 
However, also after several readings, the “disappointing conclusion leaves the reader with 
residual expectations”44, even if we try to focus on other features. Beyond every possible 
interpretation or different reading, when a reader gets to the end of The House of Fame, he is 
frustrated and may try to turn the page to discover the continuation of the poem (unless he was 
not previously told it is unfinished). And this disappointment is the metre that should be used 
to interpret the poem, a symptom of the inconclusiveness of The House of Fame that should not 
be ignored. In fact, 
 
when closural effects are fairly strong, readers with more or less different interpretations of 
a poem are likely to agree about the adequacy of its conclusion. But when the effects are 
weak, the reader’s interpretation may become crucial in his experience of closure.45 
 
But, as I have already pointed out, the sense of closure of The House of Fame cannot be given 
by our interpretations which are too many and different. 
 Smith uses a beautiful image to describe the pleasure that a reader should feel at the end 
of a poem. Referring to printed texts, she writes that “The reader of a poem should, at its 
                                                 
43 Smith, p. 213. 
44 Smith, p. 213. 
45 Smith, p. 220. 
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conclusion, be satisfied with nothing but a margin of blank paper”46 that informs us that the 
poem is indeed concluded.  But, again, we are not. Modern editors of The House of Fame do 
not put a final full stop to the poem but prefer to strengthen the sense of suspension by adding 
dots and a parenthesis with the label “Unfinished”.47 This, of course, is only an editorial choice 
but it may reflect the sense of uneasiness that each reader has felt reaching the end of The House 
of Fame. Even the Fairfax scribe decided to leave some blank pages after line 2158 in order to 
allow another scribe to add the “missing” conclusion. It may be also possible that he knew that 
an ending existed and that he was waiting for another scribe to send it to him. The Fairfax 
manuscript is indeed a very coherent work with a well-established program and the fact that 
some pages were left blank (considering the cost of parchment) could be a clue of the existence 
of an ending that was never delivered. Of course, we cannot be sure and these are mere 
speculations. 
 Finally, I would like to focus again my attention on the fact that our knowledge of The 
House of Fame and, more in general, of the medieval world is narrow and limited. Indeed, we 
can put forward hypotheses on Chaucer’s intentions, on what happened to the text, on why a 
scribe left some blank space, and on the reaction of a fourteenth-century public or readers. We 
can only analyse what is left, aware of the fact that a lot was lost and it is now unintelligible. 
We can only ground our speculations in the sensations that the poem triggers in us. For this 
reason, next, and final, chapter will focus on the sensation of the endings, especially of the 
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THE SENSE OF THE ENDING 
 
In this final chapter, I will try to analyse The House of Fame using an interesting and 
still innovative theory proposed by Frank Kermode in 1967. This theory, which derives from a 
series of lectures that Kermode gave in 1966, was published in a single volume with the title 
The Sense of an Ending.1 I would like to begin from the title itself for it suggests two different 
interpretations. First of all, Kermode’s theory talks about the meaning of ends in novels and 
poems, the sense of having an ending and not endless or open-ending compositions; it talks of 
the meaning that the end gives to the entire text, whether it is prose or poetry. Second, it presents 
the sensations that a particular ending leaves us. 
Indeed, we cannot read The House of Fame trying to grasp its ultimate meaning. As I 
tried to underline in the previous chapters, the interpretations are too many, the possibilities too 
widely varying to understand what the poem really was meant to talk about. So we have to rely 
on our sensations when we get to the unfinished conclusion. It may be superfluous, but I would 
like to state my position again: the poem as it got to us is incomplete and it is impossible to 
know whether it is because Chaucer did not finish it or because the ending was lost. I must also 
specify that Kermode presented his theory in relation to novels and not to poetry but I think it 
is perfectly adaptable to poems as well, even to medieval ones. 
Kermode starts his discussion from the conception that the first Christian communities 
had of the future. After Christ’s Ascension (Mark, 16.19; Luke, 24.51; Acts, 1.9)2, the Apostles 
were convinced that he would return after a little time and that the End of the world was nearing. 
This certainty was later reinforced by the circulation of another text, the Revelation, in which 
                                                 
1 Kermode, Frank, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, New York: Oxford University Press, 
1967. 
2 Mark: “et Dominus quidem postquam locutus est eis adsumptus est in caelum et sedit a dextris Dei”; Luke “et 
factum est dum benediceret illis recessit ab eis et ferebatur in caelum”; Acts: “et cum haec dixisset videntibus illis 
elevatus est et nubes suscepit eum ab oculis eorum”. For the text of the Vulgate see: 
https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/Biblia-Sacra-Vulgata-VULGATE/#booklist (accessed 14 April 2016). 
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the apostle John described the imminent return of the Lamb of God. As Kermode writes: 
 
They had […] abolished history in favour of eschatology; but it was a premature abolition. 
Already in St. Paul and St. John there is tendency to conceive of the End as happening at 
every moment; this is the moment when the modern concept of crisis was born – St. John 
puns on the Greek word, which means both ‘judgement’ and ‘separation.’ Increasingly the 
present as ‘time-between’ came to mean not the time between one’s moment and the parousia 
[from Greek, it means ‘presence’, most times the presence of a divinity; in Christian theology 
it means the return of Christ], but between one’s moment and one’s death. This throws the 
weight of ‘End-feeling’ on to the moment, the crisis […] No longer imminent, the End is 
immanent.3 
 
When it became clear that the Last Judgement was not about to come, people tried to find 
another date, and then another, and another again till the year 1000, after which the world should 
have ended.4 This was, and still is, the reflection of human anxiety concerning the End that 
brought man to find an end to Time itself. Of course, “as St. Augustine observed, anxieties 
about the end are, in the end, anxieties about one’s own end”.5 
 For this reason, we try to impose order to our fictions, because we need to have the 
power on the beginnings and ends of what we create, in order to control the anxiety that we feel 
for our end. “And although for us the End has perhaps lost its naïve imminence, its shadow still 
lies on the crises of our fictions; we may speak of it as immanent”.6 Waiting for our end, we try 
to regulate other endings, for example those of the arts: a poem, a novel, a painting, a symphony, 
even a performative event must have a boundary, a limit into which they exist. Unable to control 
the only thing we would like to control, our life, or rather our death, we control what we create 
and, in this way, we create the illusion of controlling our life. 
 According to Kermode, the ending in novels, or more in general in fictions, is linked to 
a great model, that of the Bible: 
 
The Bible is a familiar model of history. It begins at the beginning (‘In the beginning…’) and 
ends with a vision of the end (‘Even so, come, Lord Jesus’); the first book is Genesis, the last 
Apocalypse. Ideally, it is a wholly concordant structure, the end is in harmony with the 
beginning, the middle with beginning and end. The end, Apocalypse, is traditionally held to 
resume the whole structure, which it can only do by figures predictive of that part of it which 
                                                 
3 Kermode, p. 25. 
4 Kermode, pp. 9-10. 
5 For the Epilogue, I used the year 2000 edition. I will specify it with the indication “Kermode 2000”. Kermode, 
Frank, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, p. 186. 
6 Kermode, p. 6. 
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has not been historically revealed.7 
 
It is true that Revelation seems to resume the whole structure, but it provides also the entire 
Bible with a closure; the interpretation of the End prevents other interpretations of the Bible 
from being put forward. Revelation narrates the End of the world and, in this way, closes the 
circle that was opened by Creation. And, on the example of the Bible, that gives complete Time 
and Space to the world and to history, Western cultures created for centuries the boundaries of 
their fictions. And in these fictions 
 
men, like poets, rush ‘into the middest,’ in medias res, when they are born; they also die in 
mediis rebus, and to make sense of their span they need fictive concords with origins and 
ends, such as give meaning to lives and to poems. The End they imagine will reflect their 
irreducibly intermediary preoccupations. They fear it, and as far as we can see have always 
done so; the End is a figure for their own deaths.8 
 
Even if we fear our death, we tend towards it and we are attracted by it because we are 
biologically oriented towards the future.9 People try, throughout their life and at the best of their 
possibilities, not to think of death, which, however, remains a constant presence that moves the 
majority of their actions. We exorcize the fear of the end by creating our versions of it. In our 
fictions, the words of St. Paul come true: “The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (1Cor, 
15.26)10 because we destroy death by controlling it and by hoping that something would come 
next. Kermode states that: 
 
The reason why any date, almost any excuse, is good enough to trigger some apocalyptic 
anxiety is that apocalypse, even in its less lurid modern forms, still carries with it the notions 
of a decadence and possible renovation, still presents a mood finally inseparable from the 
condition of life, the contemplation of its necessary ending, the ineradicable desire to make 
some sense of it. And here the myth of millennium (for it has, like other beliefs mentioned 
above, degenerated from fiction to myth) can offer some help to apocalypse, understood in 
this broader sense.11 
 
A beautiful image to describe this eagerness for renovation comes from the Scottish tradition 
                                                 
7 Kermode, pp. 6-7. 
8 Kermode, p. 7. 
9 Kermode, p 52. 
10 “novissima autem inimica destruetur mors”. 
11 Kermode 2000, pp. 186-7. 
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that says that the first guest of New Year’s Day should bring some gifts, symbols of nourishment 
and friendliness. We wait for the ending because we hope in a new beginning after it, a New 
Year’s Day in which every gesture will be the powerful and unwritten meaning of good luck 
and friendliness. When we are left without an ending, we are also left with the impossibility of 
a new beginning.12 
We try to exorcize our fears by subdividing Time itself. The peculiar importance that 
some years seem to have, the year 1000 and the most recent year 2000 for example, are indeed 
evidence of the fact that 
 
not only the millennium but the century and other fundamentally arbitrary chronological 
divisions – we might simply call them saecula – are made to bear the weight of our anxieties 
and hopes; […] They help us to find ends and beginnings. They explain our senescence, our 
renovations.13 
 
Thus, we need ends to control our anxieties and we feel lost when the ending is denied as it 
happens in The House of Fame. If in the chaotic structure of the scenes we were presented with 
an ending, even a disappointing one, we would allay our sense of uneasiness. On the contrary, 
we fear the emptiness of the page after the apparition of the man of great authority perhaps 
because we, unconsciously, link it to the moment of our deaths and we fear that that moment 
would not be in consonance with the rest of our lives. 
 Kermode borrows the concept of consonance from a study of the American sociologist 
Leon Festinger. Festinger, who analysed the behaviour of the members of a sect who believed 
that the End was near, used the term consonance to describe that particular attitude by which 
people research a reason in each situation. Or rather, “Men in the middest make considerable 
imaginative investments in coherent patterns which, by the provision of an end, make possible 
a satisfying consonance with the origins and with the middle”.14 Thus, what we look for in our 
fictions is a consonance, an order, and a reason that we are not always able to grasp in our lives. 
                                                 
12 Kermode 2000, p. 186. 
13 Kermode, p. 11. 
14 Kermode, p. 17. 
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 It is true that we tend towards the end, but it is also true that 
 
the story that proceeded very simply to its obviously predestined end would be nearer myth 
than novel or drama. Peripeteia, which has been called the equivalent, in narrative, of irony 
in rhetoric, is present in every story of the least structural sophistication. Now peripeteia 
depends on our confidence of the end; it is a disconfirmation followed by a consonance; the 
interest in having our expectations falsified is obviously related to our wish to reach the 
discovery or recognition by an unexpected and instructive route. It has nothing whatever to 
do with any reluctance on our part to get there at all. So that in assimilating the peripeteia we 
are enacting that readjustment of expectations in regard to an end which is so notable a feature 
of naïve apocalyptic.15 
 
The concept of “peripeteia” is easily understandable if we think of our lives. It is in our nature 
to wait for adventures, or at least for unexpected situations. Again, borrowing Kermode’s 
words: 
 
we make up adventures, invent and ascribe the significance of temporal concords to those 
‘privileged moments’ to which we alone award their prestige, make our own human clocks 
tick in a clockless world. And we take a man who is by definition de trop, and create a context 
in which he isn’t.16 
 
The idea of getting to our final moment with the sensation of not having lived scares us perhaps 
much more than death itself. Death and the conclusion of fictions are those moments in which 
we activate consonance in order to read our lives as if they were our fictions. Peripeteia is also 
“that falsification of simple expectations as to the structure of a future”,17 the unexpected and 
unknown event, in which we hope, that would change our existence. The House of Fame 
abounds in peripeteia because there are many turning points which falsify the reader’s 
expectations; unfortunately, it totally lacks consonance. And, in Kermode’s words, “We cannot, 
of course, be denied an end; it is one of the great charms of books that they have to end”.18 
Indeed, “In a novel the beginning implies the end.”19 I have stated that our lives seem to be 
moved by the end, by the desire of not reaching our final moment without having lived. This 
can be false for our lives but it is surely true for our fictions, which are often conceived from 
                                                 
15 Kermode, p. 18. 
16 Kermode, p. 140. 
17 Kermode, p. 23. 
18 Kermode, p. 23. 
19 Kermode, p. 148. 
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the final message; and this is the reason why they were created. Let us think for a moment of 
some other works and imagine Dante’s Comedy reaching Canto 99 and stopping without the 
last one, or Boccaccio’s Decameron getting to the seventh Tale of the tenth day and stop. We 
would be extremely frustrated and we would miss the end. Of course, The House of Fame does 
not work in the same way because there is no general structure (as in the Divine Comedy) or 
framework (as in the Decameron) in which the poem has to move. Even so, the current ending 
of The House of Fame creates a strong expectation in the reader who is completely dissatisfied 
as if she or he had been led to expect a well-built structure. 
Ends represent, in some way, an oxymoron that we cannot understand completely. We 
fear the end but we cannot live without it and we tend to perceive our lives as moved by it. The 
situation is again oxymoronic when we think of fictions: we would like our lives to be infinite 
but we need endings in our fictions that, on the contrary, have the potentiality of lasting forever. 
Because fictions are indeed “more immortal” than us: they survive their creator and live, at least 
in theory, forever. 
 When Kermode gave his lectures, he described the idea of Apocalypse as naïve and far 
from our present but he was aware of the fact that every epoch believes that its “is the great age 
of crisis – technological, military, cultural”.20 When the book was published for the first time, 
the Cold War had divided the world that was waiting for nuclear attacks every day. When the 
book was later re-published in 2000, many people believed that the so-called “millennium bug” 
would bring the world into a sort of computer apocalypse. After the year 2000 had come and 
gone, people started to look for another date and found it in the Maya calendar that 
preannounced a turning point for the world and for mankind on 21 December 2012. Again, the 
day came and went. Nowadays, we still feel the nearing of the Armageddon embodied by 
terrorist groups. The attacks to the European cities are indeed attacks to our culture, to our way 
of living; and we feel, in panic, that we live in a time of changing or at a turning point of our 
                                                 
20 Kermode, p. 94. 
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society and history. This may not be the case as it was not after 11 September 2001 when the 
world thought a new World War was about to begin. Probably, our mistake lies in the fact that 
we need to control Time as well and, for this reason, we look for endings and beginnings around 
us. 
 We live “in a moment of crisis” that we associate to “a specifically modern sense of 
living in an epoch when ‘the foundations of life quake beneath our feet”.21 It is interesting to 
notice that like Kermode, who wrote during the Cold War, we believe we live in a time of 
transition, of immanent crisis. For us, Kermode’s words are still true and “instead of being a 
point of balance between two ages, our transition is an age in its own right”.22 And we hope that 
this endless transition will turn into a new era thanks to particular kairoi, which interrupt it. 
Kairos and its counterpart chronos were concepts used by two scholars, Oscar Cullmann and 
John Marsh, who described the two terms in their biblical sense: 
 
chronos is ‘passing time’ or ‘waiting time’ – that which, according to Revelation, ‘shall be 
no more’ – and kairos is the season, a point in time filled with significance, charged with a 
meaning derived from its relation to the end.23 
 
Kairos is the time that we can control, that we expect, the time of the events that we remember, 
while chronos is time itself in which we live and operate while it flows. Kairos is inevitably 
related to the end because 
 
the Greeks […] thought that even the gods could not change the past; but Christ did change 
it, rewrote it, and in a new way fulfilled it. In the same way the End changes all, and produces, 
in what in relation to it is the past, these seasons, kairoi, historical moments of intemporal 
significance. The divine plot is the pattern of kairoi in relation to the End.24 
 
It is again a matter of consonance 
 
the notion of fulfilment is essential; the kairos transforms the past […] establishes concord 
with origins as well as ends. […] The attractiveness of the types must in the end be explained 
in terms of service they do to the man who senses his position in the middest, desiring these 
                                                 
21 Kermode, p. 47. 
22 Kermode, p. 102. 
23 Cullmann, Oscar, Christ and Time, London, 1951, and Marsh, John, The Fullness of Time, New York, 1952, 
quoted in Kermode, p. 47. 
24 Kermode, p. 47. 
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moments of significance which harmonize origin and end.25 
 
Thus, the end is an intrinsic characteristic of nature of which probably all living beings are 
conscious: animals try to survive, people write about it and put the anxiety they feel in their 
creations which must be in consonance with an idea, and, for this reason, completed. The House 
of Fame does not fall into this scheme. It is not completed because it leaves readers in front of 
an open and wide world of chaos that they cannot control because only the author could. We 
are left in the middle, not only of the narration, but also of the Hous of Rumor, as if, during a 
play, the lights were turned on while the actors were still playing on stage. 
 To describe our need for an ending, Kermode uses an extremely simple, but at the same 
time strong, image: “the ticking of a clock”.26 Listening to a clock, 
 
we ask what it says: and we agree that he says tick-tock. By this fiction we humanize it, make 
it talk our language. Of course, it is we who provide the fictional difference between the two 
sounds; tick is our word for a physical beginning, tock our word for an end. We say they 
differ. What enables them to be different is a special kind of middle. We can perceive a 
duration only when it is organized.27 
 
Consequently, reading a fiction as organized in an interval tick-tock, we say that the beginning 
and the end differ and that one is necessary to the other. Indeed, the sound of the clock is always 
the same but we divide it again to organize time in a subgroup. But, while we organize the 
interval between tick and tock, the space between tock and tick sounds empty and dubitative 
even if it is exactly the same. 
 
The fact that we call the second of the two related sounds tock is evidence that we use fictions 
to enable the end to confer organization and form on the temporal structure. The interval 
between the two sounds, between tick and tock is now charged with significant duration. The 
clock’s tick-tock I take to be a model of what we call a plot, an organization that humanizes 
time by giving it form; and the interval between tock and tick represents purely successive, 
disorganized time of the sort that we need to humanize.28 
 
The point is, in my opinion, that no clear tock can be heard in The House of Fame. Even if we 
                                                 
25 Kermode, p. 48. 
26 Kermode, p. 44. 
27 Kermode, pp. 44-45. 
28 Kermode, p. 45. 
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accept one of the theories that say that the poem was meant to end at line 2158, we do not have 
the sensation that it is really ended. Fry assumed that Chaucer might have sat down after 
concluding the reading of the poem, leaving the public the responsibility to understand the 
meaning.29 If this was the case, we would have lost forever the possibility to interpret the poem 
in the right way. Moreover, I am persuaded that it would be easy to understand The House of 
Fame if it was completed in its current state. The interval between tock and tick seems to have 
been lost in the suspension of the final dots that modern editors put at the conclusion of the 
poem. The tock-tick gap should be the place in which all the expectations of the readers dissolve; 
on the contrary, expectations multiply at the end of The House of Fame because tock does not 
exist. And, 
 
we still need the fullness of it [the interval], the pleroma [in Greek, ‘fullness’, used in the 
biblical expression ‘fullness of times’30]; and it is our insatiable interest in the future […] that 
makes it necessary for us to relate to the past, and to the moment in the middle, by plots: by 
which I mean not only concordant imaginary incidents, but all the other, perhaps subtler, 
concords that can be arranged in a narrative. Such concords can easily be called ‘time-
defeating’.31 
 
Time is indeed defeated mainly for three reasons. First, we have transformed Time in a 
literary form and the apocalyptic “the fullness of time”32, in which beginning, middle and end 
are in consonance, is a lie, a fiction that we invented to control the chaos of existence. Second, 
“in every plot there is an escape from chronicity and so, in some measure, a deviation from 
[the] norm of ‘reality’”.33 Moreover, 
 
we may call books fictive models of the temporal world. They will be humanly serviceable 
as models only if they pay adequate respect to what we think of as ‘real’ time, the chronicity 
of the waking moment.34 
 
                                                 
29 Fry, Donald K., “The Ending of the House of Fame”, in Robbins, Rossell Hope, ed., Chaucer at Albany, New 
York: Franklin, 1975, pp. 27-40, quoted in Benson, Larry D., “The ‘Love-Tydynges’ in Chaucer’s House of Fame, 
in Andersson, Theodore M., and Barny, Stephen A., eds., Contradictions: From Beowulf to Chaucer, Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 1995, p. 204. 
30 Kermode, p. 48. 
31 Kermode, p. 52. 
32 Kermode, p. 48. 
33 Kermode, p. 50. 
34 Kermode, p. 54. 
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Thus, fictions live in a delicate balance between reality and imagination because we require 
them to fulfil our expectations about reality and, at the same time, to overturn them with the 
force of imagination. Consequently, fictions exist in Time and out of it, in a new temporal order 
which is not chronos nor kairos, an order that Thomas Aquinas called aevum.35 Aquinas coined 
this expression when he was trying to find a time in which angels could operate. They were not, 
of course, part of the nunc stans which represents the eternity of God’s mind “where everything 
has perfect being and not potentiality”;36 but they did not live in the nunc movens either, the 
realm of men “with its beginning and end”.37 Thus they needed their own order, their own space 
and time; and Aquinas found it in the aevum, in which angels, 
 
though immutable as to substance are capable of change by acts of will and intellect […] they 
are separate from the corporeal creation, which is characterized by a distinction between 
matter and form, and also from God.38 
 
In the same way, fictions are separate from our world because in fiction “a moment has endless 
perspectives of reality”39, but also from pure imagination because they need to maintain a 
connection with our sense of time and reality. 
 
Aevum, you might say, is the time-order of novels. Characters in novels are independent of 
time and succession, but may and usually do seem to operate in time and succession; the 
aevum co-exists with temporal events at the moment of occurrence, being, it was said, like a 
stick in the river.40 
 
 Consequently, fictions develop in the aevum which, besides being their time, becomes 
also their place, the realm in which they can live and work following their own laws. Even if 
he was not referring to aevum, Robert Musil,  
 
towards the beginning of his novel The Man Without Qualities, […] announces that ‘no 
serious attempt will be made to … enter into competition with reality.’ And yet it is an element 
in the situation he cannot ignore. How good it would be, he suggests, if one could find in life 
the simplicity inherent in narrative order. ‘This is the simple order that consists in being able 
to say: “When that happened, than this happened.” What puts our mind at rest is the simple 
                                                 
35 Kermode, p. 70. 
36 Kermode, p. 68. 
37 Kermode, p. 71. 
38 Kermode, p. 70. 
39 Kermode, p. 71. 
40 Kermode, p. 72. 
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sequence, the overwhelming variegation of life now represented in, as a mathematician would 
say, a unidimensional order.’41 
 
This order can be found only in aevum which is not reality itself but its copy, in which fictions 
have the potentiality of infinite solutions. However, there is only one solution that gives 
consonance to the entire fiction. In aevum, fictions are born as nunc movens because they are 
only possibility, but they move towards nunc stans, the only possible solution that gives the 
order, which we understand only when we reach the end. This is the main problem with The 
House of Fame: there are too many possibilities and no unique solution; it is only potentiality, 
and for this reason, it lives in nunc movens and never reaches aevum. We have only the “illusion 
of this sequence” which is indeed “illusory”.42 
Because the novel “has to lie. Words, thoughts, patterns of word and thought, are 
enemies of truth, if you identify that with what may be had by phenomenological reductions”.43 
Even if, in our fictions, we look for reality, we have to remind ourselves that they are fictions 
with their own reality, time and space. Dickerson states that if the man of great authority had 
had the possibility to deliver his message, he would have said only another falsehood, and, in a 
sense, it is true because he would have said something concerning the reality of the poem, not 
ours.44 A truth in a fiction can be read as false and ineffective. The eagle’s talk too, even if it 
concerns a philosophical matter, that is the origin of sounds, is false because spoken by a 
gigantic golden eagle. Of course, we cannot judge fiction for this reason: it has indeed to lie 
and we accept this lie, without which fiction would not exist. 
 And, even if we know that it is a lie, 
 
we feel we have found our subject and for the moment ourselves; and that for us, as for 
everybody else, our world has point and structure. We are conscious of our cheating, and set 
the word against the word; but this only means that the concord we still desire is harder to 
achieve. When we achieve it, whatever the circumstances, we feel we have found a reality 
which is for the moment at any rate proof against sceptical research; even in an endless, 
shapeless world this reality has – to borrow a strange phrase from Josef Pieper – ‘the character 
                                                 
41 Kermode, p. 127. 
42 Kermode, p. 127. 
43 Kermode, p. 140. 
44 Dickerson, A. Inskip, “Chaucer’s House of Fame: A Skeptical Epistemology of Love”, Texas Studies in 
Literature and Language, 18 (1976), p. 178. 
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of being-directed-towards-the-End.’ What makes the triumph difficult is that it has to take 
account of the world as we experience it; we have a loving-hating affair with reality, we ‘keep 
coming back to the real’.45 
 
In The House of Fame, again, we are lost, we do not find ourselves and we go back to our reality 
even if we would prefer to continue exploring the reality of the poem. In her article “Fugitive 
Poetics in Chaucer’s House of Fame”,46 Rebecca Davis suggests that “The House of Fame 
destabilizes the notion of poetry as product – fixed, unified, closed – and offers instead a theory 
of poetry in motion”.47 Chaucer’s poem does not rest indeed: it is a sequence of themes and 
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Chaucer, St. Louis: The New Chaucer Society, 2015, pp. 101-132. 




 When I got to the end of The House of Fame the first time, my reaction was of asking 
myself who the ‘man of gret auctorite’ was. This is of course an engaging question if we think 
that he can be linked to some real person of Chaucer’s time. And some scholars have tried to 
find some evidence in Chaucer’s life or in some political matter at the court of Richard II to 
guess who the man could be. Others looked for an answer in the text itself analysing the 
different scenes to understand the final apparition. I did not want to try to find out who the man 
was but I was interested in the ending because it is one of the most problematic features of the 
poem. Since it is impossible to know the identity of the man, I tried to focus my attention on 
the feelings that the ending causes in the readers. When we read The House of Fame for the 
first time, we get to the end and we are frustrated by its inconclusiveness and we want to know 
what the man of great authority was presumably about to tell. At a second reading, aware of the 
fact that the poem is unfinished, we try to find other meanings and we analyse the retelling of 
the Aeneid, the meaning of the desert, the eagle’s talk, the description of Lady Fame, the figures 
inside her palace. And, while each of these scenes can be interpreted in a different way, there 
seems to be no unique interpretation of the poem even if some scholars have tried to find one: 
the dissatisfaction endures at the end and we are not able to find a comprehensive criterion for 
all the aspects of the poem. 
 Reading after reading, we can focus on different characteristics of the text, and we can 
find other meanings and new interpretations but we still have expectations after line 2158. Each 
time we read the poem, we look for a key, a clue that will give us the final interpretation. All 
along this thesis, I presented many different theories and, time by time, I adopted their point of 
view because, in some way, they can be all true and convincing. However, none can explain all 
the aspects of the poem, none provides a unique and final interpretation of this mysterious work. 
This is, I think, the central point. It is not possible to understand The House of Fame in a single 
way. Of course, every poem “talks” to different readers in different ways; but, generally, there 
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is at least one interpretation that convinces the majority of critics and of readers. Chaucer’s 
poem, on the contrary, is open to many different readings that seem all right and all wrong at 
the same time. 
 I have borrowed many images to describe what we feel when we get to the end of The 
House of Fame and all these terms indicate an absence, something that we miss. We miss kairos, 
consonance and tock. Kairos is that moment, expected or not, that interrupts chronos and gives 
sense to the flow of our lives and, in literature, to novels and poems. Indeed, I have stated that 
fictions do not operate and live in chronos but in aevum which does not follow the laws of our 
reality. However, we think that aevum should work as reality does and we want peripeteia, 
which is made of many moments of kairos. And we do not have the final kairos in The House 
of Fame that ends in mediis rebus. Consonance is a consequence of kairos: this final moment 
of revelation gives meaning to the whole poem and creates a consonance between the 
beginning, the middle and the end. Without kairos, the end is too “open” and there cannot be 
consonance because the ending, in this case, does not exist. 
The last image is particularly incisive. The tick-tock gap scans our time and, in 
Kermode’s point of view, our fictions which begin with tick and end with tock. Actually, this 
gap does not exist but we need it to give sense to time, which means, in the end, to give sense 
to our lives. When we listen to a clock, we imagine it talking and saying tick-tock. We need this 
gap, and we need these two different sounds. We cannot think of a simple tick-tick-tick-tick… 
sequence because it would be eternal; we need tock to conclude tick. This was one of my 
concerns at the beginning of this thesis: can I use the ticking of a clock to describe a medieval 
poem? At the end, it describes perfectly what happens in The House of Fame which has no 
conclusion; and, if the current one was originally meant to be the conclusion, it is not clear at 
all. 
These are all representations, images we can use to describe what happens in our fictions 
when we reach the end. But they are useful to understand why we are not satisfied by the ending 
 87 
of The House of Fame. It is impossible to know whether the poem had an ending that was lost 
or whether it never existed; and in this second case, it is impossible to know why Chaucer did 
not finish it. But it seems to me quite improbable that Chaucer deliberately decided to leave the 
work incomplete for a purpose that we cannot understand. All the images that Kermode used 
and that I borrowed indicate that no fiction should be left incomplete on purpose because we 
would feel as it. It is not only a matter of meaning but it is also a matter of sensation. And the 
House of Fame lacks a comprehensive meaning but also the sense of its ending. 
The House of Fame remains an intriguing poem and the “most bookish of Chaucer’s 
books”1: it talks about poetry and Fame, Rumour and authority, the debt we own to the classics 
and the power of innovation, dreams and their interpretations. These themes are, of course, 
linked together in some way but this connection is obscure and unclear because there is no final 
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 Questa tesi nasce dall’interrogativo, forse puerile, che si affaccia alla mente di un lettore 
che, ignaro, arrivi alla fine del poemetto chauceriano, The House of Fame: chi è l’uomo di 
grande autorità (‘a man of gret auctorite’, House of Fame, 2158) che fa la sua apparizione alla 
fine del poema? Inizialmente, il mio intento era quello di capire se nel testo ci fossero degli 
indizi che potessero aiutare il lettore a trovare un’identità per questa figura misteriosa. Per farlo 
avevo bisogno di capire perché il testo che è arrivato fino ai giorni nostri si interrompe 
bruscamente. 
 The House of Fame, composta probabilmente tra il 1378 e il 1380, si inserisce in un 
gruppo di poesie giovanili di Chaucer (The Book of the Duchess, The House of Fame, The 
Parliament of Fowls and The Legend of Good Women) caratterizzate dal fatto di essere visioni 
oniriche. The House of Fame è suddivisa, dagli editori moderni, in un’introduzione, in cui il 
narratore discute la diversa natura dei sogni, e in tre libri a loro volta divisi in invocazione e 
sogno. Nel sogno, il narratore, che verrà identificato nel secondo libro con Geffrey, il poeta 
stesso, si ritrova all’interno di un tempio di cristallo dedicato a Venere. Su di una parete, vede 
rappresentate le vicende dell’Eneide e le riporta al lettore soffermandosi sulla vicenda 
dell’amore contrastato tra Didone ed Enea. Dopo essere uscito dal tempio, il sognatore si ritrova 
al centro di un deserto dal quale viene salvato da un’aquila dorata e gigantesca che, dotata della 
parola, lo informa che lo porterà alla Casa della Fama. Questa si trova in un luogo tra terra, 
acqua e cielo e ospita la Fama, un essere mostruoso dotato di molti occhi, molte bocche e molte 
orecchie e ricoperto di piume. Dal suo palazzo di berillio, la Fama diffonde nel mondo la fortuna 
o la sventura degli uomini che arrivano al suo cospetto per domandare il suo favore. Dopo aver 
visto nove gruppi avvicendarsi di fronte alla Fama, Geffrey viene condotto in un'altra Casa, 
questa volta del Pettegolezzo. Questo secondo palazzo, fatto di ramoscelli che lasciano infiniti 
spiragli e fessure, ospita un numero immenso di uomini che bisbigliano e urlano e si riferiscono 
le voci che hanno sentito in precedenza. In questo turbinio di voci, appare un uomo di grande 
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autorità. Purtroppo questa figura rimane enigmatica poiché la narrazione si interrompe 
bruscamente dopo la sua apparizione al verso 2158. 
 Per cercare di capire l’origine di questa interruzione, ho analizzato le fonti del poemetto. 
Il testo sopravvive in tre manoscritti del XV secolo: Fairfax 16 e Bodley 638 (entrambi 
conservati alla Bodleian Library, Oxford) e Pepys 2006 (conservato presso il Magdalene 
College di Cambridge). Nei primi due manoscritti, il testo de The House of Fame si interrompe 
al verso 2158, mentre quello contenuto in Pepys 2006 termina al verso 2094 forse a causa della 
perdita di alcune pagine del manoscritto. Tuttavia non si può escludere la possibilità che il testo 
fosse realmente incompiuto. Infatti è possibile che la stessa fonte di Pepys 2006 sia stata anche 
la fonte per la prima edizione a stampa del poemetto, prodotta nel 1483 dal primo stampatore 
inglese, William Caxton. L’edizione di Caxton, infatti, si interrompe anch’essa al verso 2094. 
Ma Caxton era probabilmente consapevole del fatto che un testo incompiuto non sarebbe stato 
venduto facilmente e, per questo, aggiunse una conclusione da lui composta. La conclusione, 
lunga appena dodici versi, racconta di come il narratore/sognatore si svegli e inizi a scrivere ciò 
che ha sognato. Caxton aveva però rivendicato la paternità degli ultimi versi stampando il suo 
nome al fianco del primo verso e dando una spiegazione della sua decisione in un breve epilogo. 
Al contrario, William Thynne, che pubblicò l’opera omnia di Chaucer nel 1532, decise di 
aggiungere la conclusione di Caxton alla sua fonte, che raggiungeva il verso 2158, ma omise il 
nome di Caxton contaminando così il canone della poesia. 
 L’analisi delle fonti, quindi, non mi aiutava a capire l’origine dell’incompiutezza 
dell’opera. Sono passato allora ad analizzare ciò che altri studiosi avevano scritto al riguardo. 
Ho suddiviso le teorie in tre gruppi. Il primo gruppo comprendeva le teorie che ipotizzavano 
che l’opera non potesse essere conclusa e che, per questo motivo, Chaucer l’avesse lasciata 
incompiuta. Nel secondo gruppo ricadevano le teorie che proponevano che gli ultimi versi del 
poemetto fossero stati persi nel giro di pochi anni tra la composizione e la stesura dei manoscritti 
che ci sono pervenuti. L’ultimo gruppo comprendeva invece le teorie di studiosi convinti che il 
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testo sia completo nella sua forma attuale e che Chaucer abbia lasciato di proposito la narrazione 
sospesa per qualche motivo a noi oscuro. 
 Tuttavia, tutte queste teorie, per quanto io potessi essere in accordo o in disaccordo, 
avevano qualcosa in comune: sebbene tutte insieme non riuscissero a dare un quadro unitario 
della questione, prese singolarmente potevano essere tutte vere. Questo mi ha portato a riflettere 
sul fatto che non esiste un’unica interpretazione possibile de the House of Fame. Man mano 
che analizzavo queste teorie, e che mi convincevo di volta in volta della veridicità di ognuna di 
esse, mi rendevo conto che non era tanto importante capire l’identità dell’uomo di grande 
autorità o il senso generale dell’opera, quanto cercare di analizzare le sensazioni che il testo 
incompiuto lasciava al lettore. Il testo nel suo stato attuale è, di fatto, incompiuto e trovo che 
fare congetture sulla possibilità che Chaucer l’abbia lasciato così di proposito sia inconcludente. 
Quindi ho cercato di analizzare la (non)fine utilizzando un libro di Barbara Smith, Poetic 
Closure1, e la teoria che Frank Kermode espose in una serie di lezioni nel 1966 e che divenne 
un libro nel 1967 con il titolo The Sense of an Ending.2 
 Il libro di Smith analizza le conclusioni di opere poetiche da un punto di vista formale; 
ricerca quindi nella forma del testo degli indizi, o meglio, degli artifici poetici e retorici che 
indichino che il testo volge verso una fine. Alcuni di questi artifici sono la struttura stessa della 
composizione (se per esempio ci troviamo di fronte ad un sonetto, sappiamo che dovrà finire al 
verso quattordici), la ripetizione (il cui esempio più significativo è la rima baciata), e il 
significato del testo stesso. Tutti questi espedienti, però, non funzionano completamente con 
The House of Fame. Il poemetto ha una struttura, ad una prima analisi, abbastanza definita 
poiché è composto da un’introduzione e da tre libri, e il terzo dei quali è definito fin dall’inizio 
come l’ultimo (“lytel laste bok”, House of Fame, 1093). Tuttavia non esiste un punto ben 
definito verso il quale il poemetto sembri tendere; al contrario de The Book of the Duchess, 
                                                 
1 Smith, Barbara Herrnstein, Poetic Closure: A Study of How Poems End, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1968. 
2 Kermode, Frank, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, New York: Oxford University Press, 
1967. 
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l’opera che molto probabilmente precede The House of Fame, e che è costituita da una serie di 
scatole cinesi che vengono aperte ma che poi vengono anche richiuse, The House of Fame non 
ha una struttura così forte da rispettare. Inoltre, la poesia è composta da distici di otto sillabe 
che rimano tra di loro creando una serie possibilmente infinita di rime baciate. In questo modo, 
anche un espediente forte come la rima non aiuta a concludere il poemetto perché, dopo l’ultima 
rima, altri distici potrebbero essere aggiunti. Infine, il contenuto dell’opera è troppo vario per 
poter definire con certezza di cosa parli realmente. Ne The House of Fame, Chaucer parla di 
poesia e di autorità degli antichi, del debito di riconoscenza pagato dagli autori medievali ai 
grandi maestri latini ma anche di innovazione e di immaginazione, di Fama e Pettegolezzo, dei 
sogni e della loro interpretazione. The House of Fame risulta così un poemetto “onnivoro”3 in 
cui ogni nuovo elemento concorre a creare confusione e smarrimento nel lettore che non riesce 
a trovare il punto centrale della questione. 
Smith definisce un testo, poetico o meno, come un susseguirsi di aspettative che il lettore 
ha nei confronti del testo stesso e che vengono esaudite o disilluse man mano che il testo 
procede, per poi essere nuovamente reiterate nel momento successivo. Ma quando arriviamo 
alla fine di un testo, ogni aspettativa trova un suo compimento e il lettore trova soddisfazione 
nello spazio bianco che segue il testo. Di nuovo, ne The House of Fame non c’è questa 
soddisfazione perché le aspettative del lettore continuano anche dopo l’interruzione del poema.  
 La teoria di Kermode, invece, si basa sull’idea che abbiamo di fine e non sulla forma 
che essa può assumere in un’opera particolare, anche se la sua ricerca prende ad esempio 
romanzi del ‘900. Partendo dal modello biblico, che tratteggia la storia del popolo ebraico e 
dell’umanità dalla creazione (descritta nella Genesi) fino alla fine del mondo (descritta 
nell’Apocalisse), Kermode afferma che ogni narrazione deve avere un inizio e una fine definiti. 
Kermode definisce le nostre narrazioni come finzioni, ossia tutto ciò che noi creiamo per dare 
senso alla nostra esistenza. Di conseguenza, non potendo conoscere il senso della nostra vita, 
                                                 
3 Havely, Nick, ed., Geoffrey Chaucer: The House of Fame, Durham: Institute of Medieval and Early Modern 
Studies, 2013, p. 17. 
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creiamo delle finzioni che abbiano un senso dato dalla conoscenza del loro inizio e della loro 
fine. 
 Per descrivere questa necessità di senso, Kermode usa il ticchettio dell’orologio che, 
solitamente, facciamo parlare per convenzione e dire tick-tock. Questo suono tuttavia non esiste 
e ce ne serviamo per dare un senso al tempo che scorre perché il tock dà ragione di esistere al 
tick iniziale. Così la fine di una finzione dà il senso all’inizio e costruisce con esso una 
consonanza. In questo modo, il senso che la finzione assume diventa l’espediente per dare un 
senso alla nostra esistenza che è sospesa tra l’inizio e una fine che non conosce. Viviamo quindi 
in medias res e speriamo che, arrivati alla fine, questa sia in consonanza con il nostro inizio e 
la nostra intera vita e costruiamo le nostre finzioni per ritrovare questo senso. Kermode, 
comunque, è consapevole del fatto che la finzione deve rimanere tale e non esiste se non nella 
sua propria realtà, sebbene cerchi di imitare la nostra e, in qualche modo, conversi con essa. 
 Ma ne The House of Fame questo senso viene perso perché non riusciamo a trovare un 
tock appropriato che dia senso all’inizio del poema e al suo sviluppo centrale. L’apparizione 
dell’uomo di grande autorità che sembra poter risolvere la situazione, o perlomeno portare ad 
uno sviluppo inaspettato della narrazione, alla fine rimane irrisolta, come rimangono irrisolti i 
dubbi del lettore di fronte al poemetto. The House of Fame, pur essendo una buona opera, è 
incompiuta o almeno lo è nel suo stato attuale. Non possiamo sapere se Chaucer l’abbia finita 
o se abbia mai avuto intenzione di farlo; sappiamo però che domandarsi quale possa essere 
l’identità dell’uomo di grande autorità non è la soluzione per capire il senso generale del 
poemetto. Senso che potrebbe essere stato perso completamente proprio perché ci manca la fine 
dell’opera, che sia mai esistita o meno. The House of Fame esiste quindi nella realtà della 
finzione ma non riesce ad entrare in contatto completamente con la nostra realtà proprio perché 
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